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ABSTRACT
This collection of stories is memoir, compiled from my experiences working in 
Alaska’s commercial fishing industry during the 1970s and 1980s. Alaska fishermen have 
always been considered to have one of the most dangerous occupations, but it was in this 
era, before rationalization and privatization, that incredible risks were taken. Much has 
changed the way Alaskans fish now, but these sea stories really happened. Now, almost 
forty years later, these seven stories have come to print. Each serves as a reminder of that 
time when being Alaskan meant freedom and taking chances, creating extraordinary men 
and women who faced uncertainty on a daily basis. The characters were and are real 
people. I choose not use the last names of my friends in order to respect the identities of 
the families.
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1Chapter 1 Tell Us about David 
I cradled the telephone on my shoulder and listened to A1 rant. A raven swept past, 
coal black against the late afternoon light. My head still hurt. “Al?” I needed to interrupt; 
his words pushed too close together. He sighed and I heard ice cubes tumble into a glass. 
Scotch whiskey, perhaps? He had started to self-medicate, again. Al’s voice stayed 
clipped— stretched out tight.
“The diver died instantly.” I leaned against the MKP’s bulwark while he rambled 
on about what he’d seen, looking over the edge of the dock in Kodiak two days before. 
“He was underneath the boat...shit,” he said, still stunned. “When the skipper left my bar, 
he went back to his boat and turned the key. Pieces of neoprene and bits of pink flesh 
floated up to the surface.” I heard him take a deep drag from his cigarette and pictured 
him sitting in his bar with the constant cigarette, twisting the ends of his red handlebar 
mustache. “The skipper was drunk— left the bar before I came on shift. I’d have stopped 
him.”
“I know you would have, Al.” When he got like this, all I could do was listen and 
keep him talking. “Why didn’t he use a tender?” I rummaged through my gear bag for 
aspirin. I needed a gallon of water.
“Bill’s a dead fool. Never felt he needed a dive tender. Bitched about them 
costing too much— he’d go on and on, how he didn’t need no guardian angel watching 
his bubbles when he worked underwater.” I opened the wheelhouse door, stooping to
open the cooler, the throbbing inside my head unrelenting. Three beers and a jug of water 
floated in the ice.
The winter skyline glowed, a pearl gray against the base of Mt. Roberts and fresh 
snow dusted the back deck of the MKP, covering the long line gear. The silver hooks line 
the rims, neatly circled around the metal tubs’ left untouched despite three more weeks of 
bait fishing.
“Why didn’t Bill pull the ignition key out before he jumped overboard? You 
taught me that. Rule number one. Always take the key out and stick it in your dry suit.
No spark and those boat jockeys can’t kill you.” The words came out colder than I had 
wanted. “Hey, A1— sorry.”
“Nah, its fine. It’s me you’re talking to. And remember, O, I was treading water in 
the Mekong River before you stuffed a regulator in your pretty mouth.” A former Navy 
Seal, A1 could blow up a bridge, hold his breath for three minutes and kill without 
discretion. He’d retired from the night sweats and moved away from the ghosts, buying a 
waterfront bar in Kodiak as a present to himself.
I slid to the floor of the wheelhouse with the jug of water, pouring it over my head 
and some in my mouth. It tasted like waterlogged cardboard. I threw the weight of my 
mind into my predicament. I had more years of debt to the State of Alaska and the First 
National Bank than the nineteen years I had on earth, and everything felt gone.
Pushing my hair back out of my eyes, I wished the pounding in my head would stop soon.
“I’ve spouted enough. So—how’re things with David? Still living aboard? What’s 
the name of the boat? Darkness enveloped Gastineau Channel and the city lights sparkled 
like crystals. I didn’t want to talk about David, not anymore. Not to the police, 
not to his drug dealers, the titty dancers, or the newly appointed public pretender hired to 
defend him. I’d spent all of yesterday in deposition and last night forgetting.
“Boat’s the MKP and yeah, I’m still here,” I replied. “Me and the good boat are 
still afloat, tied to this old wooden dock.” A bright beam flashed across the wheelhouse 
and, for a moment, I was half-blinded while the spotlight washed over my face. The big 
vessel nudged ahead, inching along the face of the dock. I took a deep breath and told A1 
a white lie. “I’m looking for a crew.”
The boat was a Bering Sea crabber and the name Gladiator was painted in big 
gold letters stretching across the bow. Some kind of boat, I thought, admiring the graceful 
lines of the gunnels and the raised transom similar to the old schooners. The crabber 
tucked its stem into the dock ten feet off the МКР' s bow, a formidable moving wall of 
black steel and, judging from the size and massive bank of radio antennas on the roof of 
the wheelhouse and two radar antennas, this boat was heading for deep water. She was an 
Outside boat passing through.
A1 continued. “The work is up here, O.”
“We’re in arrears— it’s complicated. I’m co-signer on the boat papers and I need 
four thousand dollars before spring.” I didn’t know how to tell Al about David’s newest 
bad habit. Instead, I stuck to the financial chaos because David had taken a recent liking
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to pretty thin lines of cocaine and Quaalude cocktails, easily scored on the back deck of 
the Crystal Saloon. I stopped then, not wanting to implode or explode outside.
“So—when you coming west?” Al’s question hung between us. “Here, my girl, 
you’ll stay busy. And you’re a good diver in the murk.” I knew too well the tag hardhat 
divers like Al gave harbor work and the real reason he’d called. There were no divers left 
in Kodiak and, with the price of bait fish next to nothing, there was little reason for me to 
stay in Southeast Alaska.
“Al— let me think about it. I’ll call you.”
“Okay, kid. Take care.” A click followed, and then a dial tone. I put the phone 
down, unsure of what to do. I should stay and hire a crewmember. The gear was here and 
the boat. I could make the season pay for itself, but the real problem was I had never run 
the MKP. That was David’s job. Leaving town started to seem saner, rather than 
watching my once-upon-a-time lover chase strippers down South Franklin Street.
David was older than me, maybe ten years, and never thought of himself as good 
looking. The fact that his sandy colored hair was starting to thin did bother him and he 
kept his beard neatly trimmed. I could always find him, snow on the ground or in the rain, 
wearing only a white T-shirt and black jeans. Bom in Wrangell, he had grown up on his 
family’s power troller, the Wanderlust, and his forearms were like Popeye’s, defined 
from hard work. But after last winter, his discovery of cross tops and LSD changed 
everything and all I could do then was damage control, after the drug bust. I pulled the 
delicate silver chain over my head and looked at the scrimshaw sailing ship on the ivory
pendant, rubbing my thumb over the intricate ink lines carved in the yellowed walrus 
tooth.
* * *
Three winters ago he’d fastened the necklace around my neck, my first Christmas 
present, when he had first arrived in Juneau. We’d started to fish together that summer 
and started housekeeping in # 7, an efficiency apartment above the Crystal Saloon, 
keeping the MKP below at the transient float. All summer he’d promised to show me how 
to run the boat and one evening, coming in from fishing, he pulled a hidden bottle of 
Dom Perignon champagne from under the bunk.
“Better learn to park this slab,” he’d laughed, pouring the bubbly into two crystal
glasses. “Pull up to that log over there, that roost where all those sea buzzards sit,” he
said, pointing to a floating hemlock. “That’s it, easy. Idle down— easy, easy, and now
reverse.” And I would pull the throttle instead of the gearshift lever, and the engine raced
while the boat charged ahead. I’d panic and David would fall to the deck and roll,
collapsing in laughter and we would crash, bow first into the log, sending seagulls
flapping, wings stretched out, climbing into the air. He’d jump up, take the wheel, and
back the boat off, pulling me close to him. “You’ll get it,” he’d say and kiss me on the
forehead. However, by 1979, he had lost himself to other places.
** *
The wind was fresh off Mt. Roberts, blowing the Gladiator away from the dock, 
and I saw a man standing in the wheelhouse, but no one on deck. On my way out, I 
grabbed my wool coat. Odd, I thought, a boat that size without a single crewmember to
handle the lines. The dock was treacherous, icy from the spray and foam blown up from 
waves, pushed higher from the tide change. Half skating, I slid to where the boat had 
started to drift away. There, hanging off the side, one line lay draped. I grabbed it and 
wrapped the heavy line under and around the dock’s wooden rail. In the Gladiator's crab 
lights, crystal flakes of snow danced like flecks of gold. Suddenly, the boat’s back deck 
lights flashed on and a tall man raced out of the galley door.
“Thanks, there. Mind grabbing the stem line? I’ll toss it to you.” He scrambled to 
the back of the boat and I caught the line, securing it to the dock. He was older, but 
traveled fast, precise, almost poised. “Sure glad you were awake when I pulled in.” He 
trotted back toward the bow, tossing me the end and I looped it, passing him back the line.
“Where’s your crew?” I asked, trying to gauge the overall length of the steel 
workboat.
“There’s a tale to tell.” He laughed and shook his head. “Coming from Ballard— 
ran straight six days. There’s a nasty wind coming out of Taku Inlet. Are you the one 
who let it blow like that? Hey? Is there a restaurant open?”
“Nothing’s open on Sunday except the bars.” I pulled my collar up and started to 
turn back.
“A cup of coffee then? There’s a fresh pot onboard.” He smiled, almost an 
apology. “I haven’t talked to a human being in a while—kinda starved for talk.”
I knew what he meant. I’d been trying to stay away from downtown, where the 
bars outnumbered stores five to one. Trouble seemed to follow me last night into The 
Triangle and sat on my shoulder at the Lucky Lady. Winter without David had created a
desperate kind of despair, and I knew if I started to drink again, I’d lose more than the 
boat. Going back to the MKP meant thinking. It meant waiting for something else to go 
wrong.
“Six days with only radio talk?” I asked and crawled over the side.
“Good God.” He pushed his cap back and gray hair seemed to sprout from 
underneath. “I’ve listened to every cassette tape twice. I can recite every word of Johnny 
Cash’s Ring o f  F ire” Smiling came easy to him. The music of Bolero strained from the 
speakers on deck competed with the idling hum of the boat’s twin engines. Huge metal 
exhaust stacks rose from the deck on the port and starboard side. The back deck of the 
Gladiator was large enough to park the MKP.
He pushed the galley door open, ducking his head to enter. “Help yourself.”
“Coffee’s hot.” He pushed the door open, bending his head to enter. He gestured 
toward the row of white mugs hanging evenly from brass hooks above the shiny oil stove. 
I reached for a cup.
“Refill?” I picked the pot off the hot spot of the stove. The man sat down and I 
filled his cup. His eyes, magnified through thick glass lenses, peered at me and I felt his 
gaze.
He nodded down toward his cup and I poured.
“Nice set up. How long is she?” I asked. “Headed west?”
“She’s ninety feet, a little bigger than your yacht,” he grinned. “Tanner crab opens 
in a week.” He pulled a pocketknife out and popped two holes in the top of a Carnation 
condensed milk can and poured it into the cup, stirring the spoon around slowly.
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“I fished there last winter for tanner and king crab aboard the Tanya Rose. Heard 
of her?”
“Gulf Coast boat, isn’t she?” I nodded my head. “Green-hull, I think.” Converted 
from an oil rig tender to a crabber, wasn’t it? I’ve seen her there tied over on the 
Unalaska side.”
“That’s the boat.” I slid into a bench that wrapped around the table and ran my 
hand across the oiled teak trim. “Seaworthy like this ole girl.” Bells chimed from the 
brass clock mounted on the bulwark. It glowed in the galley light, polished the color of 
brass.
“You fished the Bering Sea, huh?” He arched his thick black eyebrows. “No 
kidding.” He took his glasses off and rubbed them on his oily T-shirt.
“My name’s O. Yours?” I held out my hand.
“My friends call me Buddy.” He reached across the table and took my hand. “If 
you don’t mind me asking.. .how old are you?” The skin on the back of his hand was thin 
and liver spotted. Blue veins bulged underneath, and his thick fingers were calloused with 
deep creases stained nicotine brown.
“I’m nineteen.” I looked around at the bareness of the galley table. There were 
none of the usual dog-eared girly magazines or cake pans full of cookies. On the 
bookshelf behind the settee, I saw the works of Steinbeck, London, and Hemingway and 
on the seat an old copy of Polite Essays by Ezra Pound.
“You bring this boat up from Seattle by yourself?” I pulled a thick red volume 
bound in leather from the shelf and leafed through a collection of poetry.
“That’s Shakespeare you hold in your hand. Ever read him?”
“I don’t read much.”
“I see.” He took a sip of coffee. “Well, to answer your question. I started this 
voyage with an old friend.” His voice boomed, reverberating around the small galley. 
“However, my companion jumped ship in Petersburg.” A smile pulled at the comers of 
his mouth. “Me thinks my ole partner had tired of large expanses of water. That and 
perhaps,” he paused, rubbing his grizzled chin, “he rang the bell one too many times at 
Kito’s Cave. Know that bar?”
“Downtown Petersburg, overlooking the mouth of the Narrows— a good place to 
wait for the tide. Nasty place those narrows, especially when they’re socked in with fog.” 
He placed his glasses on a nose that looked like it had been broken several times, then put 
back with putty once or twice before. Buddy was an older man, one who seemed to have 
his habits under control. He had a boat, a crab permit, and a galley full of books instead 
of cheap bottles of whiskey. And it was then I thought about shipping out. “You’re 
westward bound without a crew?”
“That’s correct,” he nodded his head like even he found it hard to believe.
The boat pulled at the lines, ready to move, and I shared the same impatience, 
wanting to be gone, to be free of the decisions, the lies, and the burdening responsibility 
of trying to make something work that was already broken. It was clear to me bait fishing 
wouldn’t made the payments. The Gladiator was going somewhere, had a life laid out 
like a well-marked chart. I’d never seen a crabber so well designed.
“Fishing now?” Buddy asked and refilled my cup.
“I’m between crew—thinking about going westward— more money.” I looked 
upward. “I like how the access ladder goes from the galley up to the wheelhouse.”
“It’s safer that way. Don’t have to go on deck when the weather turns inside out.” 
Leaning back against the seat cushion, he pushed his coffee cup round and round. “Are 
you looking for a cook job?”
“No. I already have a job. I need a ride.”
“Why? You got to leave town?” He stroked the gray stubble on his chin.
“What? Now you’re my probation officer? I have a job waiting in Kodiak. I’m a 
commercial diver.”
“And?”
“I’ve made the Gulf trip before.” I leaned forward. “Look, Buddy. My ex­
partner’s the felon, not me.”
“A man can’t be too careful theses days, what with drugs and crazies running to 
Alaska to hide from the law.” He pulled out a package of Oreo cookies and opened the 
plastic wrapper. “Want a cookie?” He pushed the bag toward me. “But let me say this, 
you don’t look big enough to lift a weight belt.” He slapped his knee and settled back, 
smiling. When I didn’t smile, he cleared his throat and sat up, his tone serious. “Okay kid, 
what kind of experience you got?”
“Enough and I got the want-to.” I took a cookie.
He grabbed a handful and started to lick the creamy filling and then dipped one 
cookie after another in his coffee. “I’m addicted to sugar.” He sounded guilty. “And a 
raging reformed drunk.”
“Who isn’t?” I asked. “I can give you a list of names.”
“What is it exactly you are escaping?” He shifted in his seat, his eyes steady, 
watching me. “In the middle of winter across the biggest water to one of the toughest 
fishing ports in Alaska?”
I wondered who this guy thought he was. “What’s my leaving Juneau got to do 
with anything?”
His eyes danced. “You’re not scared of much? But—you’re serious, aren’t you?” 
“As a heart attack.”
“Okay. Tell you what. I need to make some calls up town. Stow your stuff 
onboard, but I pull out on slack water— in a couple hours with or without you. I got a full 
crew of deck apes flying into Kodiak. So, I’ll give you a ride, but that’s it. Got that?”
“Thanks,” I mumbled. He pushed up from the table. “Man, you’re big.” I looked 
up from his buckle. He was lean, no excess to him. He picked up a clean khaki shirt and 
began to button it.
He looked down at me, his smile, persistent. “Let me show you this majestic
lady.”
I followed him up the ladder into wheelhouse, where he explained the state-of-the-art 
electronics. Everything came in Technicolor and in twos, in case something broke one 
hundred miles from nowhere. “There’s a life raft on deck. All the electronics are new. 
Here’s the EPIRB.”
“The what?”
“It sends a signal in any kind of weather that the Coast Guard can pick up in case 
of an emergency. There are eight survival suits in the locker on deck by the galley door,” 
he said. I saw radiophones, radar sets, Loran receivers, and color fathometers that 
measures depth, salinity, and the temperature of the sea. Flashing lights, toggle switches, 
and fuse panels filled the horseshoe-designed console. The ships teak wheel sat in the 
middle.
“What’s this?”
“The Iron Mike is the autopilot.”
“Autopilot meaning this boat can steer itself.”
“The boat only needs your eyes.” He pointed to the day bunk. “I sleep up here. 
There are four bunks in the fo’c’sle.” We went back down into a narrow hallway back of 
the wheelhouse and he opened a door to a small stateroom. Inside, two bunks complete 
with sleeping bags and wool blankets, a set of shelves full of paperbacks and a tiny closet. 
In the comer, a small television was bolted to a comer shelf. The head had a shower with 
a pink flowered shower curtain and a small bathtub— pure luxury for a crab boat.
“Take your pick of spaces where you may want to lay your head,” Buddy grinned. 
“Fair warning, kiddo, I snore. You may want to sleep in the engine room.” I followed his 
lanky frame down the steps and back into the galley. “I’m going up town to call the 
Gladiator’s owners.” He grabbed a yellow rain jacket and stepped on deck. “And what 
are you going to do, O?”
“Pack and lock up my boat. I’ll be here when you get back.”
The snow turned to a hard rain, washing the snow from the dock. I watched him 
drop off the side of the boat onto the float, striding up the steep ramp that connected the 
dock to the shore. It was a minus tide, but he walked straight up, disappearing into the 
alley next to the Crystal Saloon. Across the dock, the MKP sat, and I dragged myself 
back to check the batteries and bilge pump wires. I ran my hand over the tie-up lines, 
feeling for frays, and looked around at the derelict boats, crab pots, and abandoned nets. I 
had lived in this place, knew all the faces, and blamed everyone for what had happened to 
David. If I stayed, I’d soon have a past I’d regret and maybe if I stayed gone long enough 
he’d miss me. I left the necklace on the compass and scrawled in the logbook:
David, keep an eye on the boat.
On the first trip across the deck, I carried my scuba tanks: two steels and one pony 
bottle full of air. In the deck locker, I put an old canvas bag full of regulators, masks, and 
other parts and mouthpieces. The Viking dry suit and weight belt went in the deck locker. 
In the stateroom, I stowed clothes and my sleeping bag. Before I permanently called the 
Gladiator home, I stole one more look to the top of the ramp.
Who was I kidding? David had thrown up his hands to long-lining cod a week ago. 
He had habits. Last time I saw David, he was crawling out of our bunk with a peroxide 
blonde. Talk? I refused and tossed his clothes out in the rain. The last month we’d tried to 
fish together, I’d worn out the word love, choosing to sleep alone on the boat. He’d crash 
in our apartment above the Crystal Saloon, and once I woke up crying and went to check 
on him. Walking down the narrow hallway, I stepped over a crumpled figure snoring 
loudly. The smell of urine was strong and I could hear the jazzy tunes of Taj Mahal
pouring from #7. I pushed the door open and saw him collapsed, lying naked on the 
linoleum floor. Empty beer cans littered the tiny space and a half empty vodka bottle sat 
on the table. Rushing to his side, I noticed a rubber tube hanging from a nail hooked up to 
an enema bag. Oh, David, I whispered, pulling the hose out. I flung the rubber rigging in 
the corner and hoisted his once beautiful body up to my shoulder. Holding on to his 
narrow waist, I dragged him to the shower, staggering under the weight. I stood there 
with him and turned the cold water on full. His eyes fluttered for a moment and we both 
started to shiver. I held his head when he started to throw up. He had severe alcohol 
poisoning, but I couldn’t call an ambulance because he would be in violation of his 
probation. Instead, shaking uncontrollably, 1 grabbed a blanket and wrapped it around 
him, holding him close, waiting for daylight. When he gained consciousness, he said he 
was sorry. Buddy had part of it right, but I wasn’t running.
Chapter 2 Shifting Planets
The Gladiator rode sleek like a gleaming narwhale in open water, surging shiny 
and wet into the swells, breaking over the foamy crest. With a console full of red and 
yellow blinking lights, I imagined myself standing on the bridge of the spaceship 
Millennium in Star Wars. We had hit a magic window of perfect traveling weather, and 
the stuffed easy chair bolted to the wheelhouse floor rocked me in the rhythm of the 
waves. Buddy had lectured me, telling me to let the Iron Mike do the steering, showing 
me what buttons to push, when, how, and why.
“All you have to do is watch for weather and look out for other boats. Try not to 
hit any logs. Know what I mean?”
“Deadheads?”
“That’s it. Keep your lovely brown eyes open for floating line, but if we do get it 
in the wheel, you’re a diver, so we got that covered. Right.
On the first day we past the village of Pelican, I noticed Buddy had started to take 
extended naps. I had never sat down to steer on the MKP or the crabber Tanya Rose 
because it wasn’t allowed. Instead, we stood so we’d fall down if we fell asleep at the 
wheel. I’d seen automatic pilots, but had never had one on any boat I’d worked aboard. It 
seemed like magic and I was suspicious, having never seen the latest gadgets off the 
Seattle Fish Expo show floor up close and installed. The Gladiator oozed heavy investors.
The second day out, Buddy spent all his time in the wheelhouse day bunk, so sea 
sick he couldn’t stand, holding on to a black, heavy-duty plastic garbage bag. He puked
until I thought he’d spew his guts out. The National Weather Service forecasters called 
for small craft advisories and through the night the wind held steady at twenty knots. He 
never slept. I’d already seen guys like this before. If they didn’t improve in a few days, 
dehydration became their next stage of misery. I kept the volume of the VHF turned high, 
tuned to channel sixteen, listening for other boats traveling, playing the dial, monitoring 
the weather channel for updated weather conditions. I stuck to the seat like I’d been 
splash zoned in place, watching for logs and anything else barely visible in the steady 
chop.
Out there, squid nets were sometimes cut loose by Japanese crews on fishing 
boats during a storm and still fished, rolling on the waves, catching sea mammals and 
birds until they balled up and floated on the surface. If the Gladiator hit one of those, we 
would be dead in the water with the web wound tight around the propeller. Only way to 
clear the prop would be to send a diver down. It wasn’t a good winter job in the Gulf of 
Alaska, where strong currents could pull the diver out and away from the security of the 
boat. The boat is unable to follow because it’s trapped and the diver becomes a space 
traveler left to drift away from the mother ship.
* * *
Five nights later, Buddy lay quiet, too weak to talk and I knew we could be in 
trouble. I’d take him water and he’d push it away. I had known seasoned tug boat 
skippers who’d stay seasick the first week out in open water and every trip after an 
extended shore leave, but a boat the size of Gladiator needed a five-man crew: to fish, tie
up, spell one another for wheel watch, check the engine room, in case of flooding, fires— 
safety. I couldn’t have slept if I’d wanted to.
The longest hours were during the darkest silence, before the first slice of pearl 
light rose on the horizon. I stood at the wheel then because of fear, watching the high- 
powered beam of the deck lights pierce through the ink of night. No other ship’s lights 
could be seen by the naked eye, and when the ghostly green line swept round the 
radarscope, no other blips appeared. But it was then, in those in-between hours, when 
ocean and sky became one and I had nothing but time to deconstruct the wall David had 
started to build around himself.
I’d close my eyes envisioning him again, like it use to be, standing on the deck, 
stretching a king crab wide, grinning wildly: “Take a picture!” He’d howl across the 
rolling deck, shoving his raincoat hood back, his beard frosted in ice, eyes flashing. Snow 
fell in the background, a wall of green water towered over the side of the boat. He’d pose, 
holding the crab’s legs apart—the span six feet—while the boat pitched and rolled in the 
trough. After the pots were stacked and we were running toward the next string, I’d take 
him sweet tea and together we’d climb to the top of the stack of pots and let our legs 
dangle over the side. We’d watch the ocean swell into rolling mountains as daylight 
disappeared.
All along the coast, drugs permeated every town and village coming on the crest of 
progress in the duffle bags of fishermen and the suitcases of the oil field workers heading 
for the North Slope. The kind of people that were running to Alaska in the early seventies
wanted more than majestic views and pristine wilderness, seeing an opportunity to get 
rich and drug dealing fueled those dreams. Then it was more like an unconscious “state of 
mind” that had began to erode the wild spirit of Alaskans and for fishermen, cocaine was 
the perfect drug. Fish openings were managed derby style and in twenty-four, forty-eight, 
and seventy-two hour increments fishing crews had to make the season responsible for 
huge balloon boat and permit payments. White powder provided the extra edge needed to 
make it when time, weather, and sea conditions clashed with the fishing industry. The 
cocaine pipeline started in Bellingham, Washington. Smuggled in by deckhands on 
seiners and other fishing boats, it guaranteed fast money and quick returns.
Once at the Crystal Saloon, when the Legislature had been called into special 
session, I saw a line of cocaine laid the entire length of the old wooden bar and the man 
cutting it with his American Express card, worked for Governor Hammond. Seasoned 
politicians mingled with fishermen, and loggers staggered by, rolling up one hundred 
dollar bills to snort the powder up their nose. And in Juneau, capital of Alaska, there 
existed an undercurrent of denial. As at every coastal town, the drug business flourished.
And for David, any drug worked because of his infatuation with danger. Be it 
cocaine or pure crystal meth, anything mind altering would take him away. Three years 
ago, David had been the most sought-after engineer and a loyal deckhand, able to pick 
whom he’d fish with—-not for. He was feral on deck, fearless, and there could be no 
question of his net worth, but with his intensity for excitement came a desperation that 
followed him back onto land, and he started taking drugs to stay on that crumbling edge. 
Like so many fishermen, he had a lust for rebellion. He liked to take chances, too. He had
gotten me on the deck of a crabber at a time when superstitions and jealous wives kept 
women on the beach. I smiled, thinking back to the day I was seventeen and was left on 
the shore of Unalaska.
Teddy had hired David over the telephone, and they were like brothers, having 
grown up in Southeast on the island of Wrangell. At first, Teddy had balked at the idea of 
a woman coming aboard, but David insisted I be given a chance or else Teddy could find 
another engineer. After the third call, David sensed Teddy’s desperation and the next day 
we flew across the Gulf of Alaska above the treeless chain of islands into Dutch Harbor. 
When we boarded the Tanya Rose, Teddy was still in Seattle and Mickey the older 
brother, the acting skipper, ordered me off the boat. “My wife,” he declared, “doesn’t 
want women on board.”
We didn’t have enough money for return airfare or a motel room. David helped 
me carry my gear to an overturned dory up the beach. “Stay here,” he said, stuffing a cash 
roll in my hand. “Teddy will be here in two weeks. I’ll quit if they don’t take you. I 
promise.” I watched in disbelief as the boat headed down the channel past Priest Rocks, 
vanishing in a fog bank. The October storms had started to push down from the Arctic 
and I found work at night at The Elbow Room. The place was rough, with fishermen 
from all over the world as clientele. It was a waterfront dive and I was a young and 
inexperienced barmaid. During the gray days, I lay curled inside a sleeping bag, watching 
the sea, cold and uncompromising, while blowing snow and williwaws whirled sand
around the old fishing boat, a cast off from the early 1900s when wooden ships, powered 
by wind, sailed across the huge water.
David stayed true to his promise, and fourteen days later, I raced up the beach, 
waving the green-hulled boat into port with David standing on the bow. Our first home 
the winter of 1977 was a narrow bunk in the engine room of the Tanya Rose. What 
happened after left me to wonder that night if I would ever see him again.
On the tenth morning, a red dawn hovered over the watery horizon, and from 
the north, steep swells rolled topped with whitecaps, stacking into the starboard side of 
the Gladiator, burying the rail each time. I’d made it a practice every few hours to run 
down to the engine room to check gauges for fluctuations, fluid levels, and to touch wires 
to make sure they weren’t hot, but when I returned to the wheelhouse at noon, Buddy had 
vanished.
I glanced at the three exits. One, I had just crawled up through from the galley 
after checking the engine room; the other two went to the first deck with staircases down 
to the working deck. The portside door stood wide open, closing and opening again and 
again with the boat’s rocking motion. My stomach recoiled tight like an outboard spring, 
knowing the fifteen knot cruising speed of the Gladiator combined with the frigid water 
of the Gulf of Alaska wouldn’t give Buddy a chance if he had fallen overboard. He 
wouldn’t float long enough for me to find him.
I throttled the engine down to a purr and shoved the gear lever back, putting the 
boat in neutral. I scanned the engine room and back deck with the close-circuit camera.
The boat shivered and shook like a living thing, while I manipulated the controls, rotating 
the position of the camera, panning the engine room, the galley, and the back deck. 
Nobody was home.
I stepped out through the door onto the bridge. My flannel shirt whipped in the 
strong wind. Toward the west, a bank of altocumulus clouds streamed out from the north 
and a fresh wind from the east started to play through the rigging, slapping the stainless 
steel cables, metal against metal. I thought I should call the Coast Guard. Back inside the 
wheelhouse, I studied the chart. We were on the Fairweather Grounds. The weather fax 
showed a low-pressure system with winds churning in a counter-clockwise rotation, 
moving south from the Bering Sea.
Panning the remote camera around on deck, my stomach turned, seeing Buddy so 
close to the side. Fie was clinging to the crab block and his wet T-shirt looked painted on. 
He didn’t even look up when a cresting wave fifteen feet high frothed over the deck and 
drenched him. Without power to push forward in the sea, the giant crabber bobbed on the 
surface like a bathtub toy. I slammed the lever forward, putting the boat in gear, and then 
punched the Iron Mike back in control, while cranking up the RPMs. I grabbed a wool 
blanket off the day bunk and had to pry myself loose from the wheelhouse, still not 
convinced the boat would drive itself.
As I ran out of the wheelhouse, my last look at the black and white screen was to 
see Buddy nod his head, waving his hand in a forward motion, telling me to keep the boat 
moving. His shoulders rolled forward each time he heaved over the side.
“You always get so seasick, Buddy?”
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“Always on the first trip out,” he gasped. He opened one eye and looked more 
like a gut-shot bear than a man. The temperature had begun to drop. Toward the north, 
through a bank of dark clouds, the moon full and bright showered the deck with light, and 
then, was gone. I threw the blanket over his shoulders, waiting for the boat to roll so 
gravity and the sea would help me move the big man. He staggered away from the side, 
leaning heavily on my shoulders. Three steps from the galley entrance, he fell to his 
knees, too weak to continue. Between his pushing with his feet and my pulling him from 
his shoulders, I had his head inside the galley before the hard rain came. I fell backward, 
shaking and out of breath. He lay half inside and out the galley door.
“You’re strong— for a girl,” he whispered with just the slightest hint of a smile.
“Shut up.” I grabbed him under the arms, throwing my weight with the boat each 
time she took a nosedive. “Don’t make me laugh or I’ll drop you.”
Finally, I was able to drag him inside and he flattened against the settee like a wet 
spider. One of his glass lenses was cracked and he had a nasty black and blue lump on his 
temple the size of a golf ball. I took his glasses off, then held his head between my hands 
and looked into his eyes for signs of a concussion. Slowly, his right eye began to swell 
shut.
“Stay here— no more walking on deck. The sea is stacking in seven rollers at a 
time, one comber after the other. Don’t move. I gotta check our course.” The boat took on 
a sickening roll.
“I needed air, O,” Buddy, whispered his voice reverent. Weak as he was, he 
propped up on an elbow, “Trust the Gladiator, she’s a good ship— ‘Like a red morn that
ever yet betokened, Wreck to the seaman, tempest to the field, Sorrow to the shepherds, 
woe unto the birds, Gusts and foul flaws to herdsmen and to herds.’ That’s Shakespeare, 
girl. Do you know him?”
“Jesus, Buddy.” I couldn’t help but smile at how his voice lowered when he 
recited poetry. “What I like to know is how to flood the crab tanks so we don’t flop 
around like a tin can. I’m scared we’ll roll over without some weight in her belly.” I 
pulled the heavy metal galley door shut, thinking I should batten down and make the 
cabin, the deck— the entire boat—watertight.
“In the engine room you’ll find the directions written in red permanent marker 
next to eight large valves. He fell back against the cushion and took a ragged breath. “We 
can ride out this tempest.” I covered him with a sleeping bag, and then pulled his heavy 
boots from his size fourteen feet. Suddenly, smoke started to pour out of the stove, filling 
the galley with black soot and toxic smoke. A wave had swept over the wheelhouse, 
pouring down the stack, drowning the fire.
“Damn, Buddy. Don’t get up!” I scolded. My eyes began to sting and I choked in 
the noxious fumes. I kicked the door open again, gasping for air and fell to my knees, 
covering my face. I looked out onto the waves, twenty maybe thirty feet high, crashing 
over the deck. I staggered below to the engine room and found the valves neatly marked 
with arrows. I held on with one hand and began to transfer saltwater from the ocean into 
the huge circulation tanks. The bilge had an inch of water and each gauge registered in 
the green. At least we weren’t sinking and had plenty of fuel.
I pulled myself up the ladder and flew up the stairs to the wheelhouse to see the 
gray rolling hills of the Alaskan current sweeping into even bigger waves with long 
foamy patches blown along the direction of the wind. I tuned to the weather channel to 
hear gale warnings forecasted for outside waters. I studied the chart, my hands trembled, 
and I dropped the long-legged divider for measuring distances. There were no possible 
anchorages to run to. We were outside. I’d had enough adrenalin, caffeine, and ocean and 
knew we were about to be slapped hard.
* * *
Buddy remained useless for the next three days and nights, sleeping on the 
settee’s upholstered bench. During the day he’d toss, fitful and in pain. He’d wake up, 
telling me not to worry. Nights, I’d sneak down and check for his pulse, the beat slow and 
unsteady. I didn’t want to think about it, but knew if he died, there was nothing I could do. 
The Coast Guard couldn’t get to us in time.
In the wheelhouse, I studied the row of gauges and found the quiet blink of the 
Iron Mike steadied me and felt more connected to the ship, but sensed my own inner 
meltdown. The Gladiator was designed to spend weeks at a time out at sea and was an 
efficient killing machine, perfect for living out beyond the edge. I stared out the 
wheelhouse windows, watching the weather disintegrate into a watery gray and the seas 
begin to build even higher.
“Mike,” I told the automatic pilot, “if Buddy’s sea sick when it’s flat calm, he’s 
going to be dead when this shit hits.” My words came out mumbled, misfiring thought to 
words. To stay awake, I cranked the volume of the tape player loud. My vision had
started to blur, and I began to see things, places from my past, and David’s face. I found 
myself wishing I’d never left. Dizziness, coupled with nausea from a constant diet of 
caffeine, sugar, and adrenaline with no sleep, left me hollow inside. I knew the boat could 
take it, but could we? I sank to the floor strung out and wired.
Two hours later, I woke up, crumpled in the comer of the wheelhouse with Buddy 
calling up the ladder passage. I gripped the rail with both hands, lowering myself down to 
the galley, trying to keep my feet on the rungs as the boat whipped port to starboard, back 
and forth. Every muscle ached.
“Look like hell, girl. Ever brush that tangled mane? How you holding up, kid?”
He tried to smile through cracked lips, watching me settle to the floor, wedged between 
the cold stove and reefer. I grabbed a bag of Snickers out of an open cupboard and 
crammed candy bar after candy bar in my mouth.
“What I’d give for something hot. I’m starving, Buddy.” I braced against the 
stove for the next wave that pushed the boat almost over on its side.
“What day is it?” he asked.
“I think, a Sunday. We can’t light the stove. If it broke loose— we’d be on fire— 
while we get the shit kicked out of us.”
“Is that any way for a girl to talk?” The words were pushed out. Buddy didn’t 
seem so big anymore and he must have lost at least twenty pounds. The skin covering his 
cheeks was stretched tight like a drum. He looked ghastly. In a voice more like a meow, 
he said, “Ain’t got nothing left.” He didn’t open his eyes.
“Listen to me— crabbing last year up by the Pribalof Islands. We didn’t see land 
for seventeen days— the earth became water. Captain’s nephew quit. Left the deck—too 
weak to work. Couldn’t eat or sleep. He never left his bunk. Second week out, midnight, 
when we’d shuffled off deck, he was covered in his own vomit and shit. Buddy, you’re 
dehydrated. Soon, your insides will start to shut down.”
He nodded.
“I had Indonesian hashish and— well— I broke off a chunk and— me and David— 
used it on him like a suppository. It helped.”
Buddy’s eyes opened wide. “He must’ve been fucking sick.” He looked at me 
hard, his voice weary. The boat leaned hard to starboard, taking a long time to right 
herself.
“We icing up?
“Not yet.”
All around, stainless steel pots and pans collided with canned goods falling out of 
the shelves. Drawers slammed open and utensils and knives flew out, landing in a clatter 
on the floor. I dove under the settee. The boat, trapped in a chaotic sea couldn’t make 
headway. I didn’t know how old Buddy was, but I knew he had to be well over sixty.
“Listen to me,” I said, hiding under the table. “This boy licked salt off a cracker 
and sucked an ice cube the next day. This blow is building into a storm warning, a force 
three. I know this ship can take it. I can strap in and ride it out because I’m young, but 
listen, old man, you won’t make it.” His head rested on the cushion and he turned, 
studying me through eyes sunk deep in the sockets.
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“You brought illegal drugs aboard my boat?” His gray eyes were cold, rimmed
“Bust me.”
He turned away and closed his eyes. “Never been this sick. Not even cod 
fishing—thirty years in the Bering Sea, before Alaska was even a state. Nothing like 
this.”
“It’s in my bunk. I’ll get it.” I crawled to the fo’c’sle and came back, on my knees, 
hips slamming against the walls of the narrow hallway. I handed him the delicately 
wrapped silver foil and inside, sweet smelling chunks of pure hashish.
“What do I have to do?” he asked.
“Stick it up your ass, Buddy.”
I crawled back up to the wheelhouse one step at a time. That night the wind blew 
from each compass point, changing its velocity every hour, slapping the ninety-ton 
Gladiator sideways like an empty can while we jogged in the breaking waves. After one 
jarring dive down the step slope into the trough, the Jimmy Buffet cassette Changes in 
Latitude abandoned the player, smacking me in the forehead. The back deck went 
underwater coming up hard. The bulbs exploded out of the deck lights in the freezing air, 
spraying shattered glass to the wind. The video camera captured the tiny explosions like 
bottle rockets, lighting up the white superstructure, and then—- Black screen.
Chapter 3 Green Water
I looked out past the bow; the crab lights suspended the freezing rain like the tiny 
phosphorescence creatures that dance underwater. I held on to the stair’s railing with 
both hands just to make it to the galley. I heard a crash coming into the galley to see the 
television, on the floor in pieces—the strap torn in half and the shelf that held it, hanging 
on by a hinge.
“Buddy! You okay?” Suddenly the reefer door popped its clasp—jam, BBQ sauce, 
chicken, and every condiment splattered to the floor. Broken glass, ketchup, mustard and 
grease sloshed back and forth in orange juice and milk.
“Christ! O! What the fuck! Whacha hit?”
“Hundred tons of ocean.” I grabbed the comer of the table and held on until I 
could position myself against the bulkhead, next to Buddy who sat propped up.
“You’ve been asleep for over fifteen hours. We’ve lost the video, back deck 
lights— Hey, you’re not so green.”
Buddy grinned. “Ever heard of a Norwegian dance hall?” His blue eyes sparkled.
“Can’t say I have.” I thought he was delusional, and then started to laugh looking 
at his lips red from sucking the Popsicle.
“Ever work aboard a conventional schooner? I did as boy. Fine ocean boats. Made 
of wood, they breathe like something living. They got those covered back decks you see 
on these square head’s long liners? Sweet concept, keeps the crew dry when they’re 
baiting. Dry enough to dance a jig.” The boat pounded, making no headway and just
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staying afloat. “I feel human. Help me up to the wheelhouse, O.” I staggered to my feet, 
pushing Buddy up one stair at a time.
I crawled up slowly, reciting Hail Mary, full of grace...
“You religious?” Buddy asked.
“I’m a recovering Catholic.”
“Believe in God?”
“Completely.”
“I don’t— O— do me a favor?”
“What, Buddy?”
“Pray for us.
Once Buddy settled in the captain’s chair, he pointed to his bunk. “Get some sleep, 
and that’s an order.” I crawled up into the day bunk, holding onto the raised sides, 
airborne above the mattress several inches each time the boat slammed down into the 
trough. In the glow of the console’s lights, I looked up to the ceiling, whispering I  believe 
in God, the Father—who art in Heaven—please. Nothing else mattered anymore. I 
started to cry.
“So tell me, O.” His voice again filled the wheelhouse. “About this felon. Why’d 
you leave him?”
“David left me. First for a blonde, then a flipping Barbie doll look-alike.”
“Not those blow-up dolls!”
“You’re starting to piss me off, Buddy.” I rolled over onto my stomach, reaching 
for the pillow. “Christ, is sex all you guys think about? Both Bambi and Fawn were 
circuit strippers from down south.” I burrowed into the sleeping bag.
“Those real names?”
“Shit. Who cares? They do Juneau, then three weeks in Anchorage, and finally, 
confined to five weeks taking their clothes off in Squarebanks.”
“Squarebanks?” His voice, edged with laughter, came out steady and low. 
“Fairbanks.” My arm muscles ached from holding on.
“You’ve been there?” He twisted back around, looking into nothing.
The water was black. The sky was black. There was no horizon, only freezing rain, 
turning to sleet. We braced ourselves for each impact. “Once,” I whimpered, “When I 
was a kid. I’ll never go back. It’s like Siberia.”
Buddy continued to talk, draped over the captain’s chair, one hand holding the 
railing, the other gripping the radar display. He had braced his long legs against the 
console, and his tortoise-framed reading glasses lay askew on the bridge of his narrow 
nose. “Ever hear that old wives’ tale about fishermen?”
“So now a bedtime story? Geez, Buddy—” I had planted myself in a comer of the 
day bunk, holding onto the shelf.
“Where shall I start?” He laughed to himself as if what he was about to say was a 
private joke. “Three things fishermen don’t need.” Foam washed over the windows, wave 
after wave pouring over the wheelhouse, and the Gladiator submarined through thirty- 
foot walls of green water that came so fast, so steady. The radio picked up other boats
calling each other, giving Loran coordinates and locations in case they rolled over, but 
the only call I heard clearly was a MAYDAY somewhere off Sand Point, Alaska. We 
watched as an antenna washed off the top of the wheelhouse. Our radio, the only 
connection with the planet, went dead.
Buddy turned back to the windows, seawater trickling through between the rubber 
seams and glass, making a miniature stream down the console. He stuffed a roll of paper 
towels between the window and control switches to dam the flow. He sighed, calmly 
eating a bag of potato chips. “First, pets, 0 , because they run off, tired of waiting for you 
to return home. The second thing would be plants because they die. We fishermen are 
never home to water them.” He looked at me and licked the salt from his fingers. “Tell 
me? o —this David—you think about leaving him before?” A rogue wave smashed 
against the wheelhouse windows, cracking the Plexiglas cover. “Jesus, almost busted 
through. Guess we better idl’er down,” and he turned back to the console, adjusting 
knobs. Pulling the throttle back he continued, “And wives— when we leave they trot up 
town and find someone else to keep them warm the nights we’re out here getting the crap 
beat out of us.” He looked at me over his glasses. “Good. You’re smiling. Just how much 
do you owe the bank?” He picked a loose bag of corn chips off the console and tossed it 
at me.
“Three thousand four hundred and seventy-two dollars and fifty cents was due last
week.”
“That’s not much.”
“Maybe not for a rich crab skipper running a multi-million-dollar boat, but for me, 
Buddy, it’s a lot of money, especially coming into the middle of winter.”
“That why you’re heading to Kodiak?”
“Yeah. Al said I could make more money harbor diving there. They just lost their
diver.”
“Is he dead?”
“In chunks of neoprene.”
Buddy closed his eyes and scratched his jaw. “And you’re doing this why?”
“Greed. Fuck— same reason you’re crossing the Gulf of Alaska in a force three—- 
for the money.”
“Now, O,” he chided. It felt like we were in an aluminum can tossed over Niagara 
Falls. I turned over in the bunk just as a wooden slate busted from the shelf. With each 
impact, books slid off, smacking me in the back and slamming my head.
I threw a leather-bound book at him. “Who are you— an English teacher? All 
these stupid books. Buddy, I’m so scared. We aren’t going to get out of this. We’re not 
going anywhere.”
“Why’d you really leave David?”
Lingering affection crippled me with old grief. “I couldn’t watch him trying to kill 
himself anymore.” Buddy turned back around and again peered at me.
My voice came out small. “I just left all I ever wanted, Buddy.”
The truth of that was bitter, but I was tired of crying. The lack of sleep had finally 
collided head-on with the dread I felt each time the waves spilled over the wheelhouse,
and I buried my head in the pillows. Underneath the sleeping bag, I felt a pressure on top, 
holding me steady. Buddy had stood up, turning the boat over to autopilot and had 
thrown an arm across me, to stop my body from slamming up and down. For the first 
time in days, I lay still and let sleep come.
Chapter 4 Emerald Island 
Sweating and hot, I rolled over, rubbing open my crusty eyes. Looking out the 
cracked windows of the wheelhouse, thin lines fanned out like a spider web and beyond, 
a wall of impenetrable white. I sat up in the day bunk and realized the Gladiator was 
moving ahead slowly, gracefully through the water, but forward, and around me, the 
world of white hung, silent. Could it be snowing? Below, I could hear Buddy humming 
and the smell of bacon rose up from the galley. I threw the sleeping bag off and pulled 
myself up to the porthole. A sharp pain shot through my arms. Fog several hundred feet 
thick covered the pewter-like surface of the ocean, and everywhere seagulls floated like 
white corks. We were close to land.
“You cooking?” I hailed down to the galley.
“She has awakened— may I suggest orange juice, or would you prefer coffee?”
I scanned the console controls, studying the blinking red, green and white lights. I 
was happy to see the Iron Mike, an old friend, still at the helm. My first real step out of 
the bunk I almost fell down, my legs Jell-O. I grabbed the rail and lowered myself down 
on the floor. My body hurt all over, and when I pushed my undershirt sleeve up, ugly 
purple blotches on my elbows and arms had started to yellow. Looping my thumbs in the 
elastic of my sweatpants, I pulled them off my hips, discovering even more bruising from 
my ping-pong experience navigating the halls and stairwells of the Gladiator during the 
blow. Hunger pulled me to my knees, and I crawled to the entrance of the galley and 
looked below.
Warmth mingled with the fresh scent of Mr. Clean and soapy water. The floor
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gleamed white and on the galley table sat, blueberry muffins and a tin of crisp bacon.
“I want orange juice. I need coffee. I would love some grease.” I took my time, stepping 
down on each rung until my toes touched bottom. “How you feeling, Buddy?”
“Ship shape. We’re two hours out of Kodiak.” Buddy had his cap off to the side. 
“Sit down and let me take care of you for a change.” I plopped down to a 
steaming plate of food. “You got the stove going.” I stretched, pointing my toes that 
poked through my socks, rotating my ankles. “I feel like a train wreck.”
“And you look pretty rough. The stove was a minor repair. I just had to stand the 
stovepipe back up. I threw all the broken stuff in a tote on deck. When we get to port, I’ll 
have it hoisted off. The inside of the Gladiator survived better than outside, but we still 
have no communication or radar. Once my engineer gets aboard, all that will change.
He’s my nephew from Ballard and a magician with tools. He’s a nice boy and will be 
waiting in Kodiak.” He busied himself pouring coffee and juice. Clean-shaven, he had a 
new pair of glasses on and his hair combed back, giving him a dignified, respectable look. 
I broke a muffin in half and layered the bacon inside, eating until my stomach protested. 
“How long have I been asleep?”
“Two days.”
I stretched and a sharp pain shot through my shoulder. “I hurt all over.” Then I 
smelled thirteen days without a bath. “Whoa—I stink.” I hobbled out the open galley 
door onto the wooden deck. Outside, I could smell land was close. I could hear waves 
breaking on a not too distant beach. Everywhere, the sound of seagulls filled the sky and 
the Gladiator's wake spread out behind the ocean. Buddy followed me outside, carrying
two cups of coffee.
“I don’t believe you ever took advantage of the Gladiator's amenities. My dear 
wife would have been disappointed to know you missed the bathtub. She’d have insisted 
you take advantage of her toiletries. Her overnight bag is in that head in your stateroom.” 
“Thank you.” I took the cup and followed Buddy up the stairs to the wheelhouse. 
“Maybe I can soak some of this soreness out.” Light started to burn through the 
fog and steep green bluffs appeared. Above the bluffs, forest frocked in snow covered a 
hillside. I turned my face to a gentle wind that blew long brown kelp leaves over reefs.
Sea otters floated on their backs, clown-like, twisting over, and then diving underwater.
“Never thought I’d see land again.” I could smell the trees. “Buddy, you didn’t 
tell me you were married.”
“For thirty-nine glorious years.” He put his hand to his face and, for a moment, 
sadness etched over the fine lines around his eyes. “Kaia died last year.”
“Buddy.” I reached for his shoulder and he placed his hand over mine and 
squeezed.
“She was the one who insisted on a library aboard and showers with hot water.
She was the English teacher. What she saw in me, I’ll never know.”
“She fished with you?” He looked surprised. “Good God. No. We’d never have 
lasted.” His weathered face softened. “However, she did travel with me. This is the first 
trip I made alone.”
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“Buddy, remember that tale you told me about the three things fishermen didn’t
need?”
“I do, O ”
“You trusted your wife?”
“Implicitly,” he said and took a sip of coffee. “Why do you ask?”
“Because I trusted him completely— still do.”
“Even after the other women?”
“I’ve been thinking. His wife had three boys and they all looked like his best 
friend, right down to the same button nose. David stuffed that fact away. Told me, after 
we’d been together for two years. He trusted me, but anything beyond that was pointless. 
I should have believed him.”
“Trust is priceless.”
“I do trust him, but that’s the thing I don’t understand.”
“Don’t try. Listen, O. Love isn’t always about happiness. It’s hard work. ”
Out of the fog, a horn blew and a minute later a trawler passed us, heading out to 
sea. A flock of seagulls flapped across the surface of the channel, instantly airborne, 
hungry for the fish scraps the trawler crew tossed over the side. They dove and circled, 
following en masse the wake of the boat. From the wheelhouse, a man waved and Buddy 
raised his hand. “It’s the emerald isle, O. We’ll be in Kodiak in one hour.” Buddy’s 
shaggy eyebrows pushed together. “Do us both a favor. Go enjoy a bath.”
Chapter 5 The Mr. Jim Kube 
Rain blew in horizontal sheets across the bay, marking our arrival into Kodiak. 
When we pulled into the busy harbor, there was a much thinner Buddy at the wheel. I 
stood on the deck in my raingear, amazed at the number of boats and ships moving 
through Near Channel, barely enough room for the Gladiator to pass. Buddy maneuvered 
along side the fuel dock and a young Indian man took the lines.
His eyes were coal black and full of wonder. He peeked out from the hood of his 
raincoat, judging the boat. “Man! Looks like you guys got the crap kicked out of you.”
I nodded and threw the lines off. “Wouldn’t have made it across if we’d had crab 
pots stacked on the stern.”
He took each line, wrapping them around the cleats, rolling the red fuel hose out 
handing me the nozzle. “I hear that,” he said. “Sweet boat.” His eyes wandered over me. 
He was my age and he watched as I pulled the heavy hose across deck.
“Thanks,” I said suddenly feeling girlish. We watched Buddy climb off the boat. 
“That old man your dad?”
“I wish,” I said, and started to top off the diesel tanks on the starboard side. The 
Gladiator still had another long voyage to make to the crab grounds, through False Pass, 
past Ballyhoo, north to the Pribalof Islands. A car horn blared above, and I waved at 
Buddy as he weaved his small pickup between stacks of crab pots and piles of trawl gear.
“He your boyfriend then?” he asked, and then boldly, “Lots of girls get boats that 
way. Sugar daddies.”
“No!” I looked him in the eye, my fist clenched. I took a step toward him and 
could feel my cheeks flush. “Nothing like that.”
‘Geez, okay then, don’t have to blow a gasket.” He went back to the office. I took 
the fuel cap off and began fueling. In the harbor parking lot, ravens sat on dumpsters, 
heads sunk out of sight, while strong gusts of wind ruffled their shiny black feathers.
What a jerk, I thought. Rain pooled on deck. I finished fueling and dropped off the side of 
the boat onto the dock, walking into the fuel office, where he sat on a tall stool scribbling 
figures on a sheet. His raincoat hung on a wooden peg and dripped onto the floor a shiny 
puddle of water and a mixture of petroleum products.
He pushed the clipboard over the counter toward me. “In town for long?” He 
watched me sign Buddy’s name without a word.
“I’m replacing Bill Weaver.”
His mouth pushed sideways. “You a diver, then?” He leaned forward. “Scary 
underwater shit, huh. You’re crazy to jump in this water. Too cold, man.”
“Can be,” I agreed, “and diving’s not so dangerous if you pay attention.”
“Got a phone number?” He held a pen poised over the carbon sales book. “A 
name, too?” There was something else in his eyes. “There are always guys looking for a 
diver.” He shuffled, shifting his weight from one worn tennis shoe to the other, looking 
down at his feet. “Sorry about Bill. Was he a friend?”
“No, but A1 knew him. They had been in the Navy together. A1 owns the Village 
Bar.” I extended my hand. “Friends call me O.”
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“Oh, yeah, okay. I know Al. Crazy fucker, that white man. Hey, that where you 
gonna be later?”
“Yep. Would you give guys looking for a diver the phone number there?” I 
smiled and crammed the yellow invoice in my pocket. “I’d be much appreciative.”
“Maybe I’ll buy you a beer later,” he said. “My name’s Jack.”
“Maybe, Jack.” I walked back outside. He must have thought I was either some 
kind of easy or a nutcase, the only explanation some people had for why women went to 
sea. I stepped onto the rub rail, pulled myself up and over the metal side, and climbed the 
steep outside steps to the wheelhouse.
Rising above the sea, Barometer Mountain stood white against a colorful world of 
boats tied on every finger of every dock of the inner harbor. A pair of bald eagles perched 
on the tip of a white-hulled boat’s stabilizer poles. All along the cannery docks were large 
tenders rafted out, tied to each other bow-to-bow, their homeports, Seattle, Coos Bay, and 
Bellingham printed in capital letters across their stems. The floating factory ships 
anchored in the bay looked like giant rust buckets and had more exotic ports of calls: 
Tokyo, Korea, and one ship flew the Russian flag. Vessels, large and small, passed and I 
realized Al had to be right. I’d be busy and have a monopoly as the only diver on the 
island. I looked at my watch. It was five o’clock. Al would be wondering what had 
happened to me. I knew Buddy had deadlines. I needed to pack and started to gather my 
things on deck.
“You jumping ship, kid?” Buddy’s voice from the dock carried across the water. 
He’d been spending money, judging from the many bags hanging from his elbows. He
carried a box in his arms. His broad shoulders filled a new red wool coat and he looked 
happier than the first night I’d met him. He trotted down the ramp.
“I’ve already got a job— you know that.” I took the box of groceries from him 
before he climbed aboard. We walked into the galley.
“You’d make more with me and pay off that old wooden tub and buy, maybe, a 
dress or two.” His voice had become familiar and comforting. “I can’t talk you out of 
this?” I shook my head and started to put frozen meat in the freezer.
“Thanks, Buddy, but I’d like to remain on land for awhile. I have that same 
disease you’re friend had.”
“What’s that?” He piled the bags on the galley table.
“A serious allergic reaction to large expanses of water.” We both laughed.
“Dinner, then?” He dug through one bag. “Here it is—there. This is for you.” It 
was a cashmere sweater, the color of sea foam.
“I love it. Thank you, Buddy.” I held it up.
“A girl needs at least one nice thing to wear when she’s sporting up town.”
“I’ll wear it tonight.” Buddy unpacked an assortment of replacement light bulbs, 
more paper towels, rolls of new wire, boxes of fuses, and the galley table was 
transformed into a hardware store.
“The Village Bar has the best steak, and if you’re a gambling man, poker in the 
back. Al’s there.”
“This the old friend you told me about?” He poured himself a cup of coffee and 
sat down. “When shall we go?”
“You’ll like Al. Let me change clothes and we can grab my gear.”
“Hate to see you go, kiddo.” He swirled the coffee grounds round and round. I 
smiled and went to the stateroom.
I brushed my hair, weaving it in a long braid. The Gladiator felt like home and 
part of me wanted to stay, but I knew I would need to get back to Juneau and the MKP. 
Trips westward lasted for months. I studied my reflection and painted my lips, thinking 
about David and how love lived so close to hate and how he was someone I couldn’t 
throw away. Now I needed a base, something solid for a change. I’d gotten clean on this 
voyage and had had enough of the sea gypsy life. I wanted to feel land under my feet 
again and I needed to let go. Here in Kodiak, I could start fresh. I flipped the light switch 
off and walked back to the galley.
“You’re a knock-out, kid. Sweater looks good, too,” Buddy said, standing up.
“Let’s go see Al. I need a drink.”
I hoisted one scuba tank to the rail and then another until we had all my gear piled 
in a wheeled cart. Up the steep ramp we went, with Buddy pulling and me pushing.
“Couldn’t you have an occupation that didn’t require so much weight?” Buddy 
stopped, taking a deep breath at the top of the ramp.
Carefully, we piled everything into the bed of his tiny blue truck. The Chevy 
carried the corroded scars of an island vehicle, rust covering the doors and fenders. The 
front bumper had gone missing and the yellow license plate hung loose, connected by 
baling wire. Buddy drove like a maniac, zigzagging down cannery row past Trident 
Seafood’s huge plant. People stood in front of the big white cold storage, smoking
cigarettes, tossing butts into the muddy puddles. Inside a big doorway, a forklift streaked 
past, carrying a container full of fresh pollock toward the slime line. Buddy turned a 
corner sharp and workers in black boots scurried up on to the sidewalk. Chords of 
Spanish music filled the evening air, blasting from the radios workers carried on their 
shoulders. The smell of cooked crab mingled with low tide and countless exhausts.
Whole families, from grandmothers to young men, had traveled from far away for the big 
money canneries promised. Alaska Natives had once filled cannery row, but now 
corporations hired crews from overseas. The money was better in Alaska than at home 
and they had plenty of overtime gutting fish, slicing fillets, getting the fish ready for the 
shiny tin cans.
“How you like my ride? Kinda classy, huh?” Buddy’s face lit up like a madman 
and he looked the part, hunched over the wheel.
“She’s a classic island vintage, all right. Where’d you get her?”
“A hook man down on his luck needed a ticket home so I traded my ticket for this 
heap.” He gunned the engine as we spun around the old ship, Star of Kodiak, surrounded 
by concrete, a floating processor washed ashore by the 1964 tsunami. Stacks of wooden 
pallets leaned precariously against the landlocked ship’s hull. Steam poured out an 
overhead door located mid-ship, and I could see workers rolling steel metal cages full of 
canned raw fish into the cooking retorts.
“What’s a hook man, Buddy?”
“The full-share man sets the pace on deck.” We pulled into the parking lot.
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“The Village Bar is around here someplace, one of these shops— Al said he’d 
cornered the market on whiskey and befuddled sailors, somewhere near the center of 
town. I’m so hungry, I could eat three steaks.”
“I could eat five. I think we should celebrate the success of our voyage, too.” 
Buddy winked. “How about a bottle of the finest whiskey Al’s got to wash it down?”
“I don’t drink.” I stared out at the late afternoon rain. I didn’t want to remember 
the last time. “Not anymore.”
“You never said.” He turned the engine off, his hand still on the key. “Problem?” 
“Past tense. I don’t like to talk about it much— I black out. Get in fights. Bite 
people. Go to jail. Not pretty.”
Buddy looked at me surprised. “Okay to go in a bar?”
“I can’t drink and the good thing is I know that—now.”
He then opened his door, going around the front of the truck to open mine. “Are 
you sure?”
“Positive.”
We walked across the gravel parking lot and then up the stairs. A wooden sign 
hung above door. The Village Bar, it said. Buddy pressed the glass door and said, “Ladies 
first.” Smoke hung in the air, escaping past us out the open door. The room was crowded 
and Christmas lights twinkled red and green along the ceiling. Hanging above the bar 
were photographs of boats: tenders, seiners, long liners, and crabbers. Over toward the 
back, a long table with a white linen cloth sat piled with smoked salmon, pickled herring, 
crackers, moose sausage, and vegetable trays. The Wurlitzer popped another record on
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the turntable and a man in a business suit and tie pulled a lady in a green dress to her feet 
and they began to slow dance on a tiny dance floor.
“Classy joint.” Buddy admired the buxom waitress who walked past, carrying a 
tray with martinis and mixed drinks. I felt dizzy from the smoke and the sudden rush of 
people, fighting the need to return to the safety of the Gladiator. I looked at the faces of 
where I’d already been, blotchy red noses and watery eyes. Buddy bent down and 
whispered in my ear; guiding me by my shoulders toward two empty seats at the bar.
“I’m getting thirsty.”
There toward the back stood Al, dressed in a loud yellow Hawaiian print shirt, 
wearing a velvet patch over his right eye, talking to a pretty girl in a black mini skirt 
standing in stiletto heels. He looked the same, thick red moustache, his head shaved, 
wearing the same shell necklace I’d presented him with before I left the Philippines.
Buddy waved, calling out, “Hey, Al. I’m dying of thirst down here.” Wiping his 
beefy hands on a dishtowel, Al started toward us, cocking his head to one side. He looked 
puzzled, staring at Buddy’s face. Then he saw me and busted into a smile.
Coming from around the bar, he pulled me to my feet. “Look what the Pacific 
delivered today! O!” He crunched me in a bear hug. “No phone call, nothing. You just 
show up. Figures.” Holding me at arm’s length, he stood back and studied me. “No worse 
from the wear.” He squeezed me tight. “I knew you’d make your way here.” He looked at 
Buddy and shoved his hand forward. “Name’s Al.”
“Call me Buddy.”
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“Still club soda with a twist of lemon, O?” Al went back around the bar and slid a 
tall glass full of ice in front of me.
“Oh, ice cubes, Al.” I was delighted by this simple pleasure and twirled the straw 
round and round, trying to stab the lemon curl.
“Crown Royal, neat.” Buddy pulled one-hundred-dollar bills from his billfold and 
laid the cash on the bar. “Anything besides Crown is nothing but piss anyway.” Al 
reached up to the top shelf, setting the bottle and one glass in front us.
“Hey.” He turned his head so his one eye looked directly at Buddy. “I swear I 
know you. Dutch Harbor, maybe? The Elbow Room? Subic Bay, Philippines? I know
I’ve seen you around.”
“I’ve been everywhere, done everything, except the electric chair.” Buddy winked
at me and smiled.
Al cratered into laughter. “Alaska’s a small country,” he said, wiping his face 
with the bar towel. “God, but it’s good to see you, kid. Promise you’ll stay with Ruthie 
and me? We got plenty of room in that house on the hill. If diving gets slow, I’ll stuff you 
behind the bar and you can cater to this debauchery.”
“Yeah, sure.” But I wondered how long I’d survive if I started pouring whiskey. 
Buddy drained his glass. “Two menus, please. Going to buy my friend dinner and 
then round up my crew before they get landlocked at Tony’s. We’re leaving on the tide. 
Got a shit load of repairs, but my engineer should be at my deck boss’s house by now. 
You know Lenny? My whole crew should’ve flown in a while back.”
Al nodded. “Lenny came in with four other guys. Said the boat he crewed on was 
from Seattle and was crossing the briny blue.” He grinned. “What I didn’t know was that 
O would be aboard.”
Buddy looked at Al. “Your crew shouldn’t be too tanked up now. They started 
their rounds yesterday at Tony’s Bar and walked home on their lips, tuning up for the 
westbound sleigh ride.” He turned to me. “You ain’t missing the hang-overs, I’ll bet.”
“I don’t miss feeling my brain shrink.” I poured the rest of the soda into the glass. 
“Almost forgot, O. There’s a guy supposed to check back here in an hour. Runs 
an expensive Gulf Coast dragger and is always in a hurry. He dropped a trawl door on the 
harbor floor. Up from Oregon.” He lowered his voice, “Tearing up the bottom, too. He’s 
got a lot of locals steamed and with good reason, ripping up crab and shellfish beds.” He 
chewed on a toothpick, letting it hang off his lower lip. “So, kiddo, you got all your 
gear?”
“It’s in Buddy’s truck.” I started to stand up, but Buddy put a hand on my 
shoulder.
“I’m going to go check on my crew. Let me grab your stuff. You two visit,” He 
turned to Al. “Give us the works and I’ll have two to her one.” He leaned over and 
whispered, “I’ll be right back.” I watched him go out the door.
Al set the bar with silverware and handed me menus. “How long did it take to 
make the crossing in that crap?”
“Twelve days.”
Al tilted his head and drew smoke into his nose from his cigarette. “I wondered if 
you were in the middle of that blow.” He pursed his lips together, exhaling rings of 
smoke. “Four boats went down with all hands aboard just in front of town here. They 
were blown up on the rocks, trying to run for cover. Out in Dutch Harbor the crab fleet 
lost a couple boats. Christ! Trees were bent over backwards here and the Coast Guard 
couldn’t leave the base. The storm blew in that fast and bang— pow— it’s all over and
here comes the fog.”
He shook his head and looked over at an older lady wearing a tight-fitting low-cut 
purple sweater. “Hey, Marcy, take over for me.” She smashed her cigarette into the 
ashtray and walked behind the bar.
“Guess we were lucky to be so far out in the Gulf, but man, Al. You should see 
that boat. I don’t think we had one antenna left, but I’m telling you that Gladiator is one 
stout ride. And Buddy? I feel like I’ve known him forever.”
“Ruthie is my rock, O. Sounds like Buddy was yours.”
I opened the menu and ordered the Caesar salad, two plates of appetizers, and 
baked potatoes. It felt almost unsettling not to be worried about sinking, fires in the 
middle of nowhere, being lost at sea, rolling over, or icing up. Kodiak seemed like 
another planet. One man sat crooning into his beer bottle, clutching it close like a 
microphone. The lady in the purple sweater stuffed a shot glass in her cleavage and 
leaned over. A man buried his face in her bosom, taking the glass from her ample spread 
with his mouth, coming up with an empty shot glass. He slammed it on the bar.
Al pulled a stool over and sat down, wiping his sweaty face with a bar towel. He puffed 
with pride, “Crazy place, huh? Just like the island.” He laughed, and then took a sip of his 
coffee.
“More like a zoo,” I laughed. “You had that self-medicating gin glow to your 
voice when you called me in Juneau. How are you holding up?”
Al scanned my face, reached over, and took my hand. “Yeah, well. I’ll admit 
when Bill died I did go nuts. Seen a lot, you know, but Bill’s death— it was unnecessary.
I called you on the second day. I drank hard for seven, looking for a reason.” Around the 
corners of his eye, tears formed, and with the back of his hand he pushed them away. I 
put my arm around his broad shoulders. “Ruthie sent some of the guys over and, well, I 
went home. I’ve been strung out on caffeine since I last talked to you.” He sat up. “And 
you, O? How’s your heart?”
“Still pumping. And I can tell you I went a lot whacko, too.”
“You said something about getting arrested?”
“Busted for criminal mischief—brought on by intoxication—that’s another story.
The court ordered me to those Alcoholics Anonymous meetings. More like a meat market
for addicts. You know— needles, booze talk, and free ass.”
* * *
I didn’t tell him how I blamed myself for David’s problems. How I was helpless 
to stop him and how the I-wasn’t-good-enough kept playing repeatedly until I started my 
detachment experiments. One of the guys from an AA meeting invited me to his flat, and 
I let him wrap a rubber hose around my upper arm and stick a needle into a vein. The
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cocaine dispersed the guilt, and when I woke up, I fled down the hill in the dark, all the 
streets slick. I’d passed out aboard the MKP and had awakened when Al had called. 
Gladiator and Buddy had sailed me away before I’d spiraled again into the numbing high. 
Once was enough. I looked at Al. He seemed to disappear inside his head, and then he
reappeared and looked at me. “How are you? Really?”
“Seeing things with a certain clarity, I guess.”
“I think booze rides on those most shell-shocked. You threw all you had into that
relationship. And me after Nam, fuck. Being too alone helps push it along. I hit it pretty 
hard after Bill, like grieving had to include drinking.” He shook his head. “We’d been 
close. We served our country.” He got up, went behind the bar and tuned his hearing aid. 
“Stayed drunk until Ruthie threatened to leave me. Same old story, different verse.” He 
stood there and started to wipe glasses. “And Buddy?”
“I was talking to you when his boat pulled into Juneau. He was the only person
aboard.”
A gust of cold air fell into the bar when the door opened and a group of men 
strolled in, one guy slapped Al on the back. He stood up and dodged a shoulder, throwing 
a playful punch at one of his regulars. They strolled past, and by midnight the place was 
packed three deep in warm bodies. Past the dancers, I saw, in the back of the room, a 
door open and shut giving a glimpse into the secret world of Al’s poker salon. Red velvet 
wallpaper and an ornate billiard table took center stage. Over to the side, scantly clothed 
women hung off the players seated around a smaller table.
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“You’re telling me the two of you brought that boat across by yourselves?” Al 
shook his head and exhaled slowly. “That had to be a ride. Make jumping in the ocean 
here a vacation.”
“And that’s not the half of it.” I heard Buddy’s voice interrupt, and he put his arm 
around my shoulders. A tall blonde man hung back, watching. “I wanted to die most of 
the time. The kid here served as chief engineer and deckhand. Hell, she ran the 
Gladiator. ”
“Iron Mike ran the boat. I stayed awake.” Al and Buddy roared, and behind 
Buddy stood an almost replica of him, only thirty years younger. His eyes twinkled 
glacier blue.
“O. Al. This is my nephew and engineer. Olaf, I was telling you about this girl.
Put her gear there in the corner.”
The food started to arrive and Al cleared a path across the bar, while a girl in 
fishnet stockings set the steaming plates down. I cut my steak in half and passed it to Olaf.
“Hope you like it rare.”
“I do, yah. Thanks.” Olaf raised his glass, his eyes darting around the room.
Buddy drowned his potato in sour cream and chives. “O laf s from the old country. I’m 
still hungry,” he said, chewing and talking. “Al, this is first class.” He poured A-l steak 
sauce on everything and shoveled forkful after forkful of salad and potato into his mouth.
“I didn’t eat for days, Olaf. I thought I’d died and gone to Valhalla.” He turned to 
Al. “O never told me how you two met.”
Al thumped his chest. “Our friendship started after I certified her at Belvior 
Marine Institute in Manila, P.I. I was her scuba instructor. There’s no panic in her. I gave 
her the nickname O and it stuck.” With both hands, he pulled my forehead to his. “You 
ended up working for me—what? The summer before Saigon fell in 1975.” He turned to 
Buddy. “Her dad was some big howdy-do in the American Embassy. She was the typical 
bored fifteen year old, barely legal to even have on the island. She had offers for marriage. 
Those militia Filipinos wanted some round-eyed ass, didn’t they, O?”
I smiled, remembering the tropical atoll where Al had his open-water classes. Al 
had all these hot Filipina ladies boat over from Olangapo looking for a fast ticket to U.S. 
citizenship via marriage. He had the whole paradise thing happening complete with palm 
huts on the beach. The entire Philippine army’s pool of officers would fly in on the 
weekends for scuba lessons. After one particular night dive, one Colonel got so wasted on 
tuba and just went crazy shooting into the jungle.”
“Tuba?” Buddy asked.
“Fermented palm juice.”
“Taste good?”
“Mess you up.”
“More like jet fuel,” Al added. “After several coconut halves of tuba, the guy 
pulled a submachine gun out and started blasting snakes, monkeys...” Buddy and Olaf 
listened to Al, hanging on every word. “Ego man. Remember him, O? He couldn’t even 
swim.” Al threw his hands up. “And that football jock who worked for the Department of 
Defense; what was his name? You had to keep cramming his regulator back into his
mouth all one hundred twenty feet back to the surface. He kept trying to share his air with 
the fishes.”
“Al went through women like air. Love them and leave them, Al?”
He rolled his one eye and shook his head no. “I told you then they just wanted me for a 
green card, but my Ruthie changed all that,” he smirked. “W e’d still be there if that 
bloody dictator Marcos had a sense of humor.”
A muddy crew of workingmen trudged inside, shaking off the rain and stood by 
the door, dripping sand and mud around them. “What’ll it be, boys?” Al asked. The smell 
of melted flux and metal followed them inside. I noticed a striker hanging off one man’s 
leather welding jacket. Another wore a pink skullcap, his face covered in grime.
“Shitola,” the older man said. “Colder than a well digger’s ass— Al. Hey, give me 
a round of brandy here. Coffee, too.” Pushing up against me, his upper lip curled. “Well 
hello sweetheart. Haven’t seen you here before. Can I buy you a drink?” He leaned on my 
shoulder, his face inches away. His coveralls were spotted in creosote, and he smelled 
like diesel.
“No thanks.” I turned back to Buddy.
Al pointed at the men. “Pile bucks. Ask them about diving work.” He stood up 
and went back behind the bar. All around, people were unraveling and shaking loose, 
dancing next to the bar, swaying back and forth to the music. I stood up, but the men had 
migrated to the food table.
Buddy put his hand on my arm. “I think you’d like my nephew. He’s not married 
and a hard worker, but terrified of the opposite sex.”
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“He looks like you, Buddy.” I leaned forward and smiled at the nephew. “And
very probably safe.”
“O, you’re killing me.” He grabbed at his heart. “Listen, we’ve got to head out,” 
he said. “The crew is already onboard and I want to take advantage of this weather.” And 
then in a low voice, “You sure about this? I can write you a check now for four thousand 
dollars and you can go back to the MKP or leave with us. I hate to lose good skipper 
material. Remember, you have a place on the Gladiator. You know that, right? This is 
one rough cob of a place, worse than the Bay.”
“I know, Buddy,” I said, “but it’s the crabbing—we stay gone for so long.”
He stood up. “You need some money?” He reached in his pocket.
“No. Keep it. I’ve got a job already.” I stood up and gave him a hug. “Hey, take 
care of yourself.”
“Yea, I will, but, O?”
“What?” He pulled a business card out and handed it to me. “You need anything, 
you call me collect. Don’t forget—you got a place on the Gladiator.” He turned to Al.
“Take care of her.”
Al came from behind the bar. “Good fishing to you.”
“Thanks.” The two men shook hands. “Good luck, O. You too, Al.”
Al slapped his shoulder. “We’ll see you on the trip south.”
“Got that right,” Buddy grinned and turned. “Time and tide waits for no man. You
ready, Olaf?”
The nephew bowed in front of me, “Nice to meet you,” his accent thick 
Norwegian. “I hope to see you soon, yah.” The two men pushed out into the rain.
“Those Ballard boys— grown up on pickled herring and lutefisk. 1 swear I know 
that Buddy,” Al scratched his chest, surveying the bar. His wandering eye paused over 
my right shoulder. “Yeah, Lou. What do you need?”
“That diver show up yet?” The burning end of his cigar barely missed my ear. I 
turned, pulling back just before the glowing red tip scorched me. Gold chains nestled in 
his fuzzy chest hair. His shirt was unbuttoned almost to his navel. He had a soft jelly 
body.
“Sitting right here, Lou.” Al shoved a cup of coffee in front of me. “Going to need 
this, kid. The water’s icy this time of year.” He cleared his throat. “This is Lou, the 
skipper of the Rough n ’ Ready.”
“You’re the diver?” Lou’s face registered disbelief. “Al—you said you got 
another diver— Shit! She’s a girl—just a kid.” He threw his head back, slamming his 
glass down. I watched the whiskey dribble down his double chin, wondering why I 
thought Kodiak would be any different. Three years in this business, pulling the drowned 
out from between the pilings, salvaging sunken boats, and always the same machismo.
“What’s your problem?” I asked, twisting around on my barstool “This door off 
your boat still on the bottom of the harbor?”
He spat on the floor. “You should be barefoot making babies.”
“I can do that, too,” I replied. Al sloshed the shot glasses into the sink, twisting 
his head, the one eye shifting from Lou to me.
“This girl’s got some kinda attitude,” Lou said, turning to his boys.
“You want a diver or not?” I asked and watched Al go to make his rounds, 
popping tops.
“Being as how I ain’t got no options— ” Lou looked through the smoky haze at 
the unsmiling faces. He asked, “She any good, Al?” Someone shoved quarters in the 
jukebox Willy Nelson exploded from the big black speakers in the comers.
“Good? Lou. You’re asking me?” Al shouted, “I taught her everything I know.” 
And he had. He’d blown his eardrums out in Napa Valley while detonating the 
foundation under a railroad bridge. His powder man, having discovered Al’s weekend 
rendezvous at the local motel with his young wife, thought he’d scare Al into ending the 
affair, packing just enough explosive where he shouldn’t, in order to make his point. I’d 
been his tender then and the noise that exploded through the wire he wore left me tone 
deaf for weeks. We had to pull him up by his umbilical cord, unconscious, blood dripping
out of his ears. He got the message.
“If you want O to do the job, talk to her, Lou, because Bill won’t be ringing the 
bell anytime soon.” Al’s eye sparked. “How much are you charging these days, O?”
“One hundred dollars an hour, and that hour starts the minute I start carrying my
scuba gear down the ramp.”
“You think your ass is made of—gold?” The bar, full of local fishermen, became
silent.
I looked at Lou. “First you draggers tear up the bottom of the ocean, deck loading 
your boats, killing everything in your wake. Now you’re whining about me charging you
for fixing your mistake.” He puffed up and took a step closer. I’d just crossed the Gulf of 
Alaska and had the necessary recklessness to prove it. “Why don’t you just wrap an 
anchor round a survival suit and jump in? Pick it up off the floor of the harbor yourself.”
A quiet voice from the back of the bar began. “Take and take more. You 
outsiders— is what’s happening to the crabs, scallops, halibut, and salmon. Pretty soon 
nothing will remain.” A shrill silence settled on the bar. The voice rose, “Go back to 
Louisiana or Texas or wherever you’re from.” No one moved.
But what I knew most was I had boat payment due and needed to work. “When do 
you need to get to the fishing grounds?” Al had pulled a baseball bat from behind the bar 
and positioned himself between the locals and spoke quietly to the Rough n ’ Ready crew 
who brooded in the far corner of the poolroom. The bar crowd milled around, waiting and 
watching, spoiling for entertainment.
“Try yesterday, lady.” He stunk of Old Spice aftershave and his belly lapped over 
his polyester pants.
“I can do it now,” I replied.
“It’s dark.” He leered at me, like he was undressing me from my toes, stopping at 
my chest.
“It’s always dark underwater,” I replied, thinking a drink would be better than 
jumping on this merry-go-round. “Where’s your boat?”
“Transit Harbor. You’ll see it. It’s got a white-hull, blue wheelhouse. Has a big A- 
frame on the stern and a great big reel for the net.” He spread his arms wide. “Name on 
the ass end is Rough n ’ Ready. Came into port to grub up and these idiots didn’t fasten
the fucking door. It’s in twenty-five feet of water— a cake walk.” He stepped away to join 
his crew.
“Wait a minute.” I grabbed his arm. “Who’s your engineer? I want to talk to him
first.”
“Warren? Get your ass over here,” Lou snapped. A heavy man wearing coveralls 
staggered over from where the crew sat.
“Yeah?” Limp strands of grey hair were combed over a bald spot. Oil, sweat, and 
food stained the bib of his blue coveralls. His eyes were a watered-down brown, lined in 
the rummy red of a serious boozehound, blood shot and yellow.
I stood up and extended my hand. “Hello, Warren. Mind taking a ride with me to 
show me into the wheelhouse and engine room?”
He pushed it away. “Why?” Warren tottered, trying to grab the bar, then the stool.
A patron steadied him.
“Insurance.” I went to the corner and, taking a steel tank in each hand, I pointed to 
the rest of my diving gear. “Carry that,” twisting my head toward my duffle bag.
From the back of the bar I heard Lou shout, “Warren. Go with her. Season shuts
down in a few days.”
Al’s lips moved and I read his lips. Get a tender. I gave him the thumbs up and 
caught the keys he tossed. “Red pickup parked out front.” For a moment, his words
drowned out the jukebox.
Warren stumbled out the glass door, half carrying, and half dragging the duffle 
into the parking lot. Rain had washed the fog away and the night air smelled clean. I
drove around the flooded potholes and we bumped down the beach road, with Warren 
belching out an invisible cloud of Johnnie Walker Red fumes.
Topside of the transient float, I stopped the truck and surveyed the site where 
I’d be underwater. The dragger Rough n ’ Ready floated three boats out, the last on the 
outside, closest to the mouth of the harbor. Boats traversed within two feet of each other 
in the dark, back and forth with only their red and green running lights visible, sometimes 
ten, sometimes twenty feet from the stern of the Rough n ’ Ready. It was low water, with 
no emergency surfacing, no room for error, and no light. I didn’t like the odds much, and 
I thought twice about calling Buddy, telling him I’d changed my mind, but I knew the
Gladiator had already left.
I turned the key and slammed the door to wake Warren up. My diving gear sat 
in the back, and I grabbed a line and began to lower it to the first deck. Warren stumbled 
around the back of the truck and started down the ladder, clinging to each rung, deliberate 
and slow in his descent. I looked over the edge to the deck of the boat twenty feet below. 
He was almost to the bottom when he lost his grip and fell hard onto the deck. “Okay, 
Warren?” I shouted. He had landed on his back.
“Son of a bitch, that hurt,” he yelled.
A man wearing a ball cap stuck his head out of the first boat’s galley. “Hey, 
who’s there?” he asked, stepping over to where Warren lay sprawled.
“Just me and this chicky-poo,” Warren slurred, “How’s you doing, Kube?” I 
continued to lower the tanks to the deck. Standing up, he staggered over and untied them, 
dropping the scuba tanks down with a clank.
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I winced. “Hey, Warren, those are like bombs.” I slid the vulcanized rubber dry 
suit over my clothes. “Be careful or you’ll damage the valves or blow a hole in that 
deck.” The bars of the steel ladder were covered in an oily scum, and seaweed hung from 
the rungs. I climbed down steady.
“Drop something overboard?” the shaggy-headed man asked. “Can I give you a 
hand?” We moved the gear over to the second boat. I handed the stranger the tanks first, 
then handed the bag of regulators and fins over the side to Warren, who crawled over and 
sat winded on the hatch cover. He was an unusually large fellow and effortlessly rested 
the two steel tanks on his shoulders, which had to span three feet. His long blonde 
ponytail made him a dead ringer for the wrestler Hulk Hogan, complete with a Fu 
Manchu moustache.
He asked Warren. “Where is everybody?
Warren blew his nose, wiping his hand across his face. “That flatlander Kenny 
dropped one of the trap doors off the starboard side and I got stuck babysitting this chick 
who wants me to give her a guided tour of the boat.”
“That’s right, Warren.” I heard another clank then a clunk.
“Your problem,” he wheezed and sat down.
“Kube? That’s your name? You want to make a fast fifty bucks?”
“I’m the Mr. Jim Kube. Friends call me Kube.” We shook hands. “What do I have 
to do?”
“Pull the line when I yank three times.”
Warren stood up, heading for the galley door. He leaned against the capstan, and 
Kube smiled big. “I can do that.” My luck had started to change.
“Kube. Hey, Kube,” Warren moaned, “I don’t feel so good.”
“Hey, let me give you a hand there, Warren. Think you need to take a nap, 
man?” He gently set the tanks down and opened the galley door, switching the light on. I 
watched him carry the stumbling Warren into darkness.
Dead fish, empty beer cans, and garbage littered the deck of the Rough n ’ Ready, 
and the knot in my stomach had started to twist. I hated cold night diving and knew I 
needed somebody dependable. I grabbed one tank and carried it to the stern of the Rough 
n ’ Ready and snapped the air hose into the drysuit valve. I started to screw the regulator 
down and laid out the mask, weight belt, knife, and flashlight, running a quick inventory
of what I would need.
Kube set the other steel tank down. “You better be careful. Lots of ship traffic
coming and going tonight.”
1 started up the ladder to the wheelhouse. “I have to go round and make sure this 
boat won’t crank up just in case Lou tries to start her when I m underwater.
“I won’t let anyone aboard.”
“Good.” I walked into the wheelhouse and grabbed the key from the ignition, 
not wanting to repeat Bill’s mistake, scattered across the harbor surface like confetti. I 
tossed it down to Kube and followed the stench of bilge water and oil down the stairs 
until I reached the engine room. An older Jimmy diesel engine sat in the middle, coated 
in oil with patches of rust. On the starboard side sat a bank of batteries. The bilge was full
of oily water. There were laws about dumping oil in the harbor, but it seemed Lou didn’t 
care about anything but Lou. I grabbed a half-inch wrench, taking the hot side off the 
banks, one by one. The main cable I carried up to the back deck and handed to Kube, 
who stood, waiting. I began rigging up.
“Boats— every five minutes, passing real close,” Kube said, looking down off 
the stern. “How long will you be underwater? Looks cold, man. The water’s real black. 
Hey, I don’t even know your name.”
Name’s O. Like the ring on the air valve.” I picked up the steel tank and slid it 
up and over my head, then down onto my back, buckling the hip belt. “Finding this gate 
isn’t going to be easy, and low tide means lots of mud and no visibility.” I kneeled down 
and pulled the heavy weight belt across my lower back. “I don’t have a lot of water 
between the boats and me.” I had to get precise, turning the valve all the way open and 
back a quarter turn. The air gauge registered 3000 psi. I had a full tank. “Kube, do you 
know where they tie the door on these draggers?”
“Yeah. Here at this cleat.” He patted it.
I found a deck bucket and lowered it with the attached rope, filling the bucket 
half full. I rinsed my mask and spit on the glass, swishing it round.
“Why are you doing that?”
“Keeps the mask from fogging up,” I laughed. “I don’t know why. I’m not 
sightseeing this trip.” I pulled the mask over my hood and fitted it for a tight seal to avoid 
the trickle and drip of salt water into my eyes. I grabbed a line.
“Okay, Kube. I’ll lower this weighted line down. Maybe lady luck will land me 
on the door and I can tie a quick bowline and be up fast.” I did not like the feel of this 
dive— no visibility, not enough water between me and the boats overhead. I pulled from 
my bag a jug of Vaseline and started to coat my cheeks and tops of my hands.
“How long is fast? And why are putting that shit on?”
“Fast equals ten minutes and three hard pulls,” and I slipped a leg over the side. 
“The petroleum jelly insulates my skin from the cold. Kinda like instant whale blubber.”
I went over the side into the black water— into the whirling underwater noise of 
propellers. The noise was deafening. I sensed the churning engine of boats passing 
overhead, then another, closer. I choked back the stale, dry taste that comes from 
compressed air and swallowed hard. Hand, under hand, I went down the line, stopping to 
pinch my nose and blow, purging my sinuses. When I had a shallow six feet between the 
surface and me, I flipped on the underwater light and looked up the narrow beam to the 
barnacle-encrusted keel of the Rough n ' Ready. The transducer, the instrument used to 
measure water depth, was overgrown in leafy vegetation. Lou was a slob. He couldn’t 
have known or cared how deep or where the net of the Rough n ’ Ready dragged, tearing 
up the bottom of the sea.
The twenty-five feet was fifteen. Relax. Breathe, I told myself, no room for error. 
Sweeping the light beam across the murk, I looked for the silt-covered floor of the harbor. 
I saw corroded outboard motors, a sunken skiff, dead fish, all covered in a brown-looking 
slime. Even the pilings had hardly any vegetation. The harbor had to be hot with 
electrolysis. I panned the light to the right. There, half buried in the thick mud, I saw the
dull shine of the dragger’s door directly under the boat, just where Kube said it would be.
I hung by the line and removed my flippers, clipping them to a snap tied into the line. I 
wouldn’t need them once on the bottom, and I knew from past experience that with fins 
on I’d kick up more mud and destroy what little visibility I already had.
Tucking my knees to my chest, I somersaulted upside down, holding the line 
between my legs. I slid down further until I touched the door. The constant whirl of 
propellers traversing ten, sometimes eight feet above, was deafening and stirred up the 
silt. I lay flat on the door, trying not to create a cloud of muck, but the visibility reduced 
to nothing. I couldn’t see my nose. I choked the panic down and remembered to close my 
eyes, an old trick Al had taught me— letting my fingers be my eyes. I switched the light 
off and snapped it to my vest. In the dark, I felt every vibration and sound. A cold bead of 
sweat trickled down my spine.
I started to chew on the mouthpiece of my regulator, grinding down hard on the 
rubber, trying to relax. I passed my hand to the left, over the door, nothing to tie to. I slid 
my hand across to the right, squeezing my eyes shut, and still nothing. Moving my hand 
over the edge for about two feet, I stopped, feeling a steel eye. The noise seemed as 
though it were getting closer. Focus. The boat was on top of me. I hoped it was shallow 
drafted, drawing two feet of water instead of twelve. I plastered myself to the dragger’s 
door. Should have stayed on the Gladiator, I thought. God, I hate this shit. Don’t forget 
to breathe. The boat moved past. I slipped the end of the line through the eye’s hole, 
remembering the protection the steel hull of the dragger offered as long as I stayed rooted 
to the spot. Securing the knot, I tugged hard three times and began my ascent up the line,
opening my eyes. I broke the surface and once on top, I clung to the hull like an oil slick, 
seeing the breakwater light flash at the mouth of the harbor. I felt something grab my 
tank valve and suddenly I sat, shivering on the dock in the night air.
It was Kube. “You’re right on time, there, O.” I collapsed onto the wooden deck 
and the muscles in one leg started to cramp.
The pain doubled me up, and I began to knead the hard knot in my calf through
the thin rubber. “Shit that hurts.”
Kube bent over me. “You’re shaking. Break loose of your gear and I’ll yank your 
tank off.” I unbuckled the weight belt and tank pack. “You okay?”
I pulled my hood off and looked at him. “Man, you’re like a forklift! I never left 
the water that quick.” I really saw him then. He looked to be a couple years older than I 
and had the kindest eyes, someone I could get stupid over. “I get too scared to even 
piss— my muscles tie up when I dive in cold water, especially at night.”
“Why do you do it, then?” He squatted next to me, a lump of tobacco wedged in 
his lower lip. “Here, let me rub.”
“For the money,” I replied, spitting out a mouth full of harbor slime.
Kube grinned, “You’re contaminated.”
“Not radioactive, but this is one barren seascape, void of marine life. No flora or 
fauna.” His big hands kneaded the knot loose. “Man that feels great. You busted the 
cramp right out.” He continued to massage my calve. “We got to get to work.” I started 
to stand.
“No, no. My job. Here, let me.” He took the line and began to pull. In moments, 
he had grabbed the heavy door and, like it was a cardboard box, pitched it over the side 
and back onto the deck of the trawler. I’d never seen anything like that.
“Wow,” I said. “You’re a bad ass.”
“Oh, not really, I’m just in shape. How long have you been diving?”
“I started before I turned fifteen.” I unscrewed the regulator from the tank and 
Kube jerked his thumb toward his boat.
“Want to take a shower to ward off the chill?”
“That would be great. Thanks.” I untied the door and started to coil the line. Kube 
stuffed fins and weights into my gear bag.
“Are you hungry?”
“I could use a drink!”
“Now you’re talking. I got a bottle on board. Tell you what. I’ll go warm up some 
stew. Shower’s the door next to the galley. Help yourself.” He carried a tank and gear bag 
across the second deck. I threw my other tank over my shoulder and followed him. “Take 
your time, man. We got hot water up the ass.”
“Can you unzip me?” I turned around.
“I’d like that. Perks of the job?” His hand was warm on my back. “This has got to 
be hard to do by yourself with the zipper behind your shoulders.” The night air penetrated 
through my skin and I shivered. “Why are you so wet if that’s a drysuit?
“Sweat mostly, but the suit leaks around the wrist and neck seals.” I ducked my 
head through the rubber opening. “I’m so cold.” I peeled the suit over my shoulders,
while Kube yanked on the front. Slowly, I pulled the suit down below my knees. I smiled 
at Kube. “Where did you say the shower was?”
I grabbed my bag and padded barefoot across the steel deck. Once in the shower, I 
turned the spray on full, breathing in the steam, letting the smell of the harbor sludge 
wash off. Kube was as reliable as gold, and I had to keep him as a tender. I stuck my face 
in the jet, letting it flush my eyes and teeth. Harbor water carried every disease a town 
carried. Often municipalities would have the town’s sewer outfall drain into the harbor. I 
looked for a bottle of Clorox and found one beside the toilet. I mixed a capful in the soap, 
scrubbing my body. Afterward, I pulled clean clothes from my bag and dressed, slipping 
on my boots. Once, outside I could smell fresh-baked bread. The light from the galley 
reflected in the pools of rainwater that stood on deck. Warmth filled the galley, and I sat 
down to a steamy bowl of stew, and a thick slice of bread smeared with butter.
“Kube, I’m going to have to pay you more.” I stuck a spoonful into my mouth. 
“Stew’s excellent.”
Kube reached into a cupboard, pulling a bottle of brandy off the shelf, removing 
the cap. “Need a snort?”
“Water, please. Compressed air makes me dry.” But what I wanted was a drink. 
One drink won’t send me in a spiral, I thought. “I can’t— I’m collecting from that skipper 
so I can pay you.” More than anything, I needed a shot to steady my nerves. It seemed 
everywhere I turned the struggle not to drink played over and over.
“Collecting from Lou? He’s a tight ass.” Kube poured himself a shot and the 
brandy left a thin sheen on his lips.
“Really?”
“Stiffs his crew regularly—you going up to the Village? You got wheels? Mind if 
I catch a ride?” He threw back another shot in one swallow. He grabbed his coat. “I’ll 
help you get your stuff up to the dock.”
“It’s Al’s truck.” I placed my bowl in the sink and we went on deck.
Kube tied my gear, and he started up the ladder, calling down. “Al’s a good man. 
How you two connected?”
“He was a hard-hat diver from Oakland—you know the San Francisco Bay area? 
He threw me in the water for the first time.” I climbed up the ladder and we gathered my 
scuba equipment and piled it back into the truck. “Where are you from?”
“Southeast.” I was still reeling from the way he could bench press, and then slam 
that 250-pound door on the deck of a boat six feet away.
“Me, too,” I said. “Miss the rainforest?”
“Every day, man. Let’s go get a beer.”
Chapter 6 Black Water 
Once inside the bar, Kube migrated over to where his friends sat. The party had 
cranked up, and people overflowed from the dance floor. I threw Al his keys in passing 
and pushed through the couples, zoning in on Lou’s hard laughter coming from the back. 
Al motioned his head toward the back room, where a game of five-card stud was in full 
swing. Red and blue poker chips littered the green felt table. Once inside the salon, I 
slouched against the wall. “Hey, Lou, door’s on your deck. You owe me one hundred 
bucks.” My hair was slicked back, still wet.
“People in hell want ice water,” Lou smirked, chewing on a toothpick. “I’ll raise 
you five,” he said to the man sitting across from him. I tried to read the smiles around the 
table, watching the men continue to play, all eyes on their cards.
“Pay me.” I took a step and stood directly behind Lou, thinking about what I
could do.
He rolled his shoulders back like he was shrugging me off, and then hollered at a 
skinny kid hunched over his beer. “Kenny. Get your ass in gear and go see if this bitch is 
telling the truth.” The atmosphere changed in the room, and all eyes looked past me to the 
door I’d just walked through.
“Lou,” I heard Kube’s baritone voice behind me. “She’s telling the truth.”
The toothpick in Lou’s mouth dropped to the floor “Hey, Kube.” Lou stopped looking at 
his cards and turned all the way around. “How you doing, Kube?” The card game froze. 
Four men sat around the green felt table with mouths wide open, drinks suspended mid­
air. All the ladies smiled at Kube.
“Sit it back down there, Kenny,” Kube ordered. “Listen, Lou,” I thought you 
should know—O here,” he placed his hand on my shoulder, “just crawled out of the 
harbor and your drag net door is back on your deck.” Not a card was shuffled or thrown 
down. I felt like I’d already been in town too long. I didn’t like the bitch reference.
“And, Lou,” I started, “for an extra bonus, let me give you an underwater 
inspection report. First, let’s talk about your transducer. Maybe you should get it cleaned 
off so you’d know what depth to set that trawl next time you go fishing.”
“When I want your opinion, I’ll ask for it,” Lou said, reaching into a pile of bills 
on the table. He tossed a hundred-dollar bill on the floor beside him.
“Not very nice manners,” I said and started to pick the money up. Kube 
sidestepped, bending down to pick it up.
“Lou, I know you had to be raised better than this, being from the South and all.” 
He handed me the crisp hundred-dollar bill. “Here you go, O. And hey, thanks, Lou.” For
a moment, no one moved.
I stomped out of the poker room, past Kube, shoving the hundred-dollar bill in my 
empty pocket, wanting an all-out war. I‘d risked my life so this bozo could tear up the 
ocean floor. Al stood behind the bar, stuffing the baseball bat back under the counter. He 
winked, “You haven’t been in port for more than five hours and already you’re pissing 
off the clientele.” He gave me a lopsided smile, placing a bottle of beer in front of Kube, 
who sat down next to me
“Twice, Al.” I held two fingers up for emphasis. “Listening to that East Coast 
punk talk, I thought about taking the Rough n ' Ready's anchor chain and wrapping it a
round the propeller, then padlocking it to the piling.” I twirled on my bar stool until I 
faced Kube. “Let Lou throw that boat in reverse—that would stop him dead in the water.” 
“Steady now, O. You got your money,” Al said and turned to Kube. “Keep an 
eyes on her would you, bro? Let me get you something else to drink.”
I stood up, detached for a moment, still thinking revenge. “Ole Lou will be out 
the rest of the season,” I surmised, looking from Kube to Al.
“Let it go,” Kube said. A small man came from the poker room and stopped. He 
extended his hand toward Kube and smiled at me “Way to go, kids.” Kube shook his 
hand. “Al, get these two what they want to drink and put it on my tab.” He shook his head 
and snorted, “Nice to see somebody get Lou to pay out.”
I looked at Al. “Not everyone hates us.”
“That’s Pete. He’s the head chief from Old Harbor.”
I handed the one-hundred-dollar bill to Al. “I need change and two shots of 
whiskey.” I felt contagious, wanting to party. I couldn’t believe I already was diving in 
Kodiak. I’d have the MKP paid off and be back in Juneau in time for the gillnet season. 
Maybe David would have it together by spring.
“Your money’s no good here.” Al grabbed a beer, slipping a napkin under it, and 
set it in front of Kube.
“Hey, hey, I want a drink, too.”
“Coffee or club soda with a twist of lemon?” Al looked serious— because he 
knew me. He made change and I counted out fifty bucks into Kube’s outstretched hand. 
“That’s a lot of bread for ten minutes of standing,” he said, draining his beer and
reaching for the next. He tried to hand me the money back.
“Keep it, Kube. You should’ve seen him, Al. He pitched the steel door— like it 
was a Frisbee.” Kube whirled round on his stool, stopping to set the empty bottle on the 
bar. “I’m just getting wet. Give me another. Can I get you one, O?”
“Bring me a bottle of—something, anything,” I said.
“O. You’ll be a troubled child you start that shit again, ” Al scolded. I stuck my 
lower lip out in a fierce pout.
Kube wagged his finger at me. “Something tells me if you drank vodka you’d get 
real crazy.”
“You could sell tickets. We’d be rich.” I flashed a smile and stirred the straw in 
my soda, thinking about drinking, looking for an excuse. Al threw me the look and 
headed back down the bar. “Kube, thanks for helping me. Think maybe you could tender 
for me again?”
“Yeah, no problemo. The boat I’m working on ain’t going anywhere fast.”
The bar, crowded over capacity, was like a sauna, hot and the smoke thick like steam. 
Kube lowered his head and whispered, “We could go back to the boat.” He winked.
I whispered in his ear, “Don’t tempt me— let me have just a sip.” Kube laughed 
and pushed the bottle of beer toward me, while we watched Al move to settle a dispute in 
the back of the bar where voices were raised. He pushed his way through a crowd that 
milled around the table piled high with food. Belligerent Russian words drowned out the 
music, and I watched Al shove between a tugboat crew and the foreign sailors. I lost sight 
of him and rode the crest of an adrenalin wave.
“I just spent ten minutes underwater dodging propellers and some of the best days 
of young my life rocking and rolling across the Gulf of Alaska. Kube, you’d think 
management would show some compassion.”
Kube shook his head, chewing his straw until it was flat. “No shit.” The 
atmospheric pressure of the bar seemed to be rising, and everywhere, people were 
dancing, embracing, and waving desperately for Al to keep them in booze. “Jesus, it’s 
raining sideways now. Christ. I hate this blowhole.”
“How long have you been in Kodiak?” I asked.
“Since the first week of May. I’m originally from Portland, but a while back 
caught a ride north aboard a purse seiner. Logged a couple summers down in Southeast.” 
He smiled. “It rains a lot there too.” Kube pulled his damp sweatshirt off and laid it on 
the bar. His chest was deeply muscled, very masculine, and I felt his leg against mine. 
“Damn, Kube. Do you work out or were you born like that?
“I grew up in Oregon, logging before I was ten.” He lowered his voice. “O, what 
say we get a bottle and go back to the boat, you and me?”
“Kube. We are strangers, don’t you think? And we are exploring a partnership. 
Past experience has taught me it’s bad policy to mix booze, lust, and money. If we’re 
going to work together, we got to keep it simple, you know?”
“I can see your point,” he said, “but let’s not get hasty here.”
“No. Read my lips—NO.”
The bar lights flashed bright and groans could be heard all around, but the lights 
stayed on and I heard Al call out, “Last call. Better drink up, boys, or the liquor starts
circling the drain.” People continued to grumble, grabbing cash off the bar and folding it 
back into their pockets. No one looked in a hurry as they drifted toward the front door. 
Clientele moved to the door at the back and poured out into the alley. Al came out of the 
bathroom with a push broom, while his buxom waitress washed glasses, her cigarette’s 
ashes sprinkling into the sink of sudsy water.
“Want me to do that?” Kube asked Al.
“Yeah, that’d be great. I could ring out and we could get home. I called Ruthie, 
and she is happy to see you, O. You, too, Kube, that is if you’re sick of sleeping on that 
broken-down boat.”
“That would be cool.” He took the broom from Al and pushed broken glass and 
cigarette butts around the tables while I put the stools on the bar. “How long you sticking 
around, O?”
“I don’t know. Al said there’d be lots of work. I need to make some money and 
eventually go back to Juneau.”
Al grabbed his ring of keys and pulled his coat on. He tossed the zippered bank 
bag to Kube. “Let’s blow this Popsicle stand.”
We followed the winding road up the hill to a two-story house overlooking the 
harbor. A huge anchor with the surge chain still attached decorated the yard, along with 
white corks and red and orange buoy balls. The house was quiet, and all the lights were 
out. I knew Ruthie was a secretary for the city and would be awake in a few hours. Kube 
and I followed Al into the basement, packing my gear inside. I hung the dry suit over the 
dryer, and then checked the scuba tank’s pressure gauge. I still had plenty of air.
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“You two can fight over the sleeping arrangements. Tomorrow we’ll start hustling 
some work,” Al said as he started up the stairs.
“You want the couch or the bed?” Kube asked, kicking his boots off one by one.
“I’ll take the bed if you don’t mind.” I pulled my wool coat off and hung it on a 
peg by the door. “What’s the story on that boat you were on?
“The skipper got busted for undersized crab last trip. So he decided it was a good 
time to have the main engine rebuilt. I’m dead in the water.” Kube switched the light off, 
his voice surprisingly sober. “He blew the main engine and I’ve been helping him pull it 
out in exchange for a place to crash, waiting for a halibut trip westward to materialize. 
What about you?”
“I got a gillnetter and a permit with giant payments.” I slipped my rubber boots 
off and set them by the bed, then stretched out on the bare mattress, pulling my sleeping 
bag over me, wondering how to put the past behind me. “I fish in the summer out of 
Juneau.”
“I like Juneau. Lots of pretty state workers there.”
“That’s why David moved up there.”
“Who’s David?” My face blazed in the dark and I searched for the right words. 
“Kube?”
“Yeah, O?”
“Can we let that question go?” I stared up at the ceiling.
“Secrecy between partners, now there’s a healthy philosophy.”
“What about the halibut trip?” I rolled over, facing the wall.
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“My buddy Big Mike is working on a schooner that is looking for experienced
crew.”
“How soon will you know about the schooner?” The room was Spartan with no 
paintings or books, just steel and aluminum tanks, and piles of wetsuits. A new 
compressor for filing scuba tanks sat in the corner.
“A couple weeks, I guess.” I heard him roll over on the couch. “O? I don’t want to 
jump your bones or nothing, but I was thinking...”
“N -0  spells no. Sex, lies, and bullshit, Kube, my man, I’ve had my share.”
“Roger that,” Kube laughed. “Good night.”
* * *
It had rained steadily through the night, and then we woke up, Ruthie had 
breakfast and coffee already made. She smiled at Kube and pulled Kube’s ponytail.
“Baby, Al and I were so worried about you. You never called. He didn’t know what to 
do.” She pulled her pink robe around her tiny waist, re-tying the belt and giving me a 
motherly hug, pinching my cheek. “He’ll be up in a minute.” Her hair was shorter than I 
remembered, with flaming red color and black roots. She still chain-smoked and, lighting 
her third cigarette, she sat down.
“Kube, we are so glad you’re here. Terrible what happened to Bill. I swear I 
though I was going to have Al shipped south to dry out.” She took a drag. “Now, tell me 
everything.” She went to the stove and scooped up two eggs and slid them onto a plate. 
“Eat,” she ordered. Al stumbled in, running his hand over his shiny head. He’d taken his 
patch off and I could see the eyelid sunk deep into the vacant eye socket.
“Good morning, good morning. Sleep well? It’s been a long night, Ruthie. We 
didn’t close the doors till four o’clock today. Man, I’m whipped.” Ruthie rubbed his thick 
neck and then put plates of eggs and sausage in front of Kube and Al.
“That bar is going to kill you off if you don’t slow down.” The phone rang and 
Ruthie picked up. “Hello? Why, yes, Jack she’s sitting right here. One moment, please. O, 
it’s Jack at the fuel dock.”
“Hey, Jack. What’s up?”
“The crabber Cypress Seahorse just pulled in looking for a diver. I told them 
about you and said the boat could stay tied here. Skipper said it’s got a bad shimmy and 
thinks he picked up something in the wheel. He needs you ASAP.” I looked out the 
picture window at the bustling harbor below. Across the channel sat a huge boat.
“Kube, look at that rig.” I pointed and Kube stood up. “What do you think?”
“She’s a one hundred and fifty footer and has to be a twin-screw Bering Sea 
boat.” Kube whooped, “Let’s get ‘er done!”
“Thanks, Jack. I’ll be there in five minutes.”
Al twisted around. “What’s happening?”
“Can I borrow your truck again? Crabber sucked something in his wheel.”
“Help yourself, and Kube, there’s a tool box in back of the seat in case O needs 
stuff. I’ll crank up the compressor. Keys are in it.”
“Thanks, Al.”
“And, O. Keep me informed.” Al smiled and put his arm around Ruthie.
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“I promise.”
Kube had already fled down the stairs and was loading the gear. I followed and 
pulled my dry suit over my clothes, looking around the basement room, not wanting to 
miss anything. “Where’s my knife?” I thought. The door opened and Kube stuck his head 
in, “Burning daylight. Let’s boogie.” I followed him out the door. The sun popped 
out from behind the clouds and for a moment Kodiak was showered in light. Driving past 
the harbor we saw the small town was buzzing with fishing frenzy. Kube waved at every 
car. It seemed he was a friend to the entire island. At the four-way stop, Kube’s fingers 
tapped on the steering wheel.
“How much are you going to charge?”
“I have to see how bad it is first. I guess we should stick to the hundred dollars an 
hour, you think?”
“Kind of narrow-minded.”
“Who made you the port authority?”
“Don’t cut yourself short, O. You are the only dog and pony show on the island. I 
say whatever the market can bear. In fact, let me manage the finances and you get wet.” I 
sat dazed for a moment, and then remembered how fast things happened when he walked 
into the salon.
“Okay, Mr. Finance, you have a deal.” He drove to the top of the ramp and pulled 
the emergency break to stop.
“Load your stuff in the cart and I’ll come back and take it down.”
“Have you seen my knife?”
“It’s in your gear bag.”
“You’re on top of it.”
“Well, O, I’d like to be.” He took his hat off and smoothed his hair back. On his 
jaw sprouted the start of a downy blonde beard. “We be the team. Be right back. 
Remember, I know crabber lingo.”
I watched him slide down the rail on his butt and land on his feet. Jack came out 
of the shed and I waved. A grizzled man wearing a kidney belt stepped out and shook 
hands with Kube. I loaded my gear, while he and the man walked to the stern of the 
vessel. Both peered over the side, and while the man gestured with his hands, Kube’s 
head bobbed up and down. He held his hands up and all ten of his fingers flew up. Kube 
vaulted off the boat and ran up the ramp.
“K-ching, baby. Call me your magic man.” I pulled the hood over my head and 
stuffed my ponytail inside.
“Five hundred dollars a screw, sweetheart,” he grinned. “Says he thinks he 
snagged a lost net. He’s come from Sand Point, running for eight hours. I told him you’d 
have it cut out in short order. That’s a thousand dollars.” He pushed the seat forward and 
loaded the toolbox in the cart, and I followed him down the ramp. Jack helped Kube 
unload the rest of the gear while I hooked up the tank.
“Thanks for calling, Jack. I owe you a beer.” He smiled and I pushed the regulator 
to test the flow valve. Air whistled out. Kube held the weight belt to my back and I 
fastened the buckle. I sat down on the dock and pulled my flippers on, studying the stem.
I could see translucent web trailing in the strong current. “Kube, remember to get the key 
and don’t let him start the boat.”
He held up a key hanging from a yellow float. “Got it already, and he’s had the 
engineer turn the battery switch off.”
“You’re incredible.”
“And handsome?”
“Red hot, Kube man. Sizzling. Look, I’ll need knives and a hacksaw with several 
new blades. I also need is a line to tie off the trailing web so you can keep a constant 
pressure on it while I cut.”
Jack rushed back to his shack and came back with a coiled piece of green long 
line. “Here, Kube,” Jack said. He squatted down next to me. “The skipper’s my uncle 
from Old Harbor. He’s going to the hospital to visit his wife and won’t be back today. He 
gave me this cash to pay you.” Jack pulled a roll of bills from his tattered coat pocket.
“See? Take your time. I can take boats over there and keep the traffic away while 
you work, okay?”
I nodded and looped one end of the line to a clip on my vest, handing the other 
end to Kube. “This time isn’t going to be ten minutes of standing, Mr. Kube.”
“I got it. Don’t you worry. ”
I pushed off and sank below the jade-colored surface. Underneath, the water was 
clear, but in the channel the current pushed sticks and debris quickly past. Kicking hard, I 
was able to grab the massive rudder and pull myself out of the vortex. Both propellers 
were taller than I, and each one had only the tip of each blade sticking out. I dropped
down to avoid the tangled web and swam under the rudder shoe, pulling myself along the 
barnacle-encrusted keel and up behind the first propeller, watching my bubbles float to be 
trapped under the hull, then slip up to the surface. I began to cut the nylon web until I had 
enough of a wad to send up to the surface, careful not to entangle myself in the loose gear. 
I pulled hard and felt the line go tight, then watched it snake back down into the water. 
Repeating this maneuver over and over again, I watched for the silver glint of the shaft, 
discovering a heavy one-inch nylon line also wrapped tight. The low air whistle from my 
valve warned that the air supply was almost gone. I checked the air pressure gage and 
realized I’d almost burned a full bottle.
I surfaced, holding onto the dock, and pulled my mask off. “I need another tank.”
I hung off the cleat. “Shit, make that another few tanks. One prop down and one to go. 
Better make a run to Al’s and ask him to start filling. I’ll come out and rest until you get 
back.” I loosened the buckle while Kube pulled the tank to the surface.
“You okay?” Kube looked worried. “You’ve been underwater for two hours.”
“Get some hot water and pour it in my gloves. I need a saw, a screwdriver, and a 
drink of water.”
Jack handed me his can. “Drink my Coke. I’ll get you some energy.” He skipped 
back to the shed, returning with a handful of candy bars and chips and a thermos of 
coffee. Kube had already gone and I sat on the dock, watching the boat traffic pass, while 
Jack poured steaming coffee in my gloves. I could feel my fingers again. The rain had let 
up and out toward the ocean the sun shone on the blue water. Jack knelt down. “What’s it 
like under there?”
“Like the Disney’s movie Fantasia. Light fractures and rainbows of greens and 
blues. I can teach you if you want to try sometime.”
“I don’t know how to swim.”
“Well, that’s part of it.” I pulled my hood off and stretched, touching my toes. 
“Your uncle has a nice big boat.”
“Yeah, he’s a high liner. I go seining with him in the summer. Did your friend 
leave, yet?”
“Left the day he arrived. And, Jack I miss the man.” He ripped open a wrapper 
and offered me half of the chocolate bar.
Laughter and a loud voice drifted over the channel and I saw a bunch of kids in a 
seine skiff cut across the bow of a dragger, bull’s eyeing for the fuel dock at full speed. 
The rudder man tried to veer at that last minute, but they crashed sending the seine skiff s 
occupants to the floor laughing hysterically, their drinks spilling onto the floor. One girl, 
wearing a pink jacket staggered to her feet. “Hey, Jackie! Get me some gas.”
“Oh, shit, my sister’s drunk. Gotta go.” He ran to the skiff and reached for the 
lines, tying the skiff to the dock. I heard him grumble at the kid driving the boat.
Brakes squealed above and I saw the red taillights backing up to the ramp.
“0 ,” Kube yelled, “Got air.” He ran down with all three tanks, two under an arm and the 
third carried over his shoulder. He set them down and waved at the giggling teenagers. 
“Hey, Rosie. Don’t drink all that rot gut at once, eh?” The girls smiled and Jack filled the 
red gas jugs, shaking his head. Kube grabbed a handful of orange Cheetos, his mustache 
absorbing the color. “Al said to come by the bar after we’re done here. He’s got an
inspection for us out on the Coast Guard Base.”
“Today? Geez, Kube. I hope we get the time.” I hooked the regulator up and 
pulled my hood on. “Later.” I flipped over backwards into the quiet, away from the 
insanity. Down underwater, the confusion slowed and I dolphin kicked around the 
propeller, focusing on yellow poly-line, sawing and prying the melted line from around 
the shaft. It was slow at first and then, as I got closer to the shaft, the line pulled out. The 
other propeller wasn’t as bad, and with one hand I pulled some of the net loose, cutting 
and stripping away the web until I had no air left. I surfaced, announcing, “Propeller 
number one cleared.” Peering down at me were two girls and three teenage boys. Kube 
pushed through.
One pink jacket hung over the dock, and the girl kneeled down, her face two 
inches away. “Aren’t you cold?” A strangled laugh came out of the buck-toothed girl. 
“Oh, hi Kube,” she said, the smell of fresh-swallowed whiskey on her breath.
I stuck the regulator in my mouth and slowly sank below the surface, watching 
talk race out of Kube’s mouth, but his eyes never left me. I positioned myself next to the 
starboard propeller and began. The work was monotonous, but I was closer to making the 
payment for the boat. A couple more jobs and I’d be clear of the boat payment and could 
send a money order to the bank. I surveyed both shafts and was satisfied that I had gotten 
the entire web out. Pushing off the hull, I swam toward the surface, where I saw through 
three feet of water Kube’s and Jack’s faces.
“All out?” Kube pointed to the web and line lying in a huge pile. “You must be
tired. Been underwater for six hours. Wanta go grab a burger and shower before we talk 
to Al?”
“Okay.” Once on the dock, I sat on the toolbox and began to remove my gear.
Jack hovered around, picking up the gear and putting it in the cart. “Where’d your friends 
go?”
“Big bonfire on the beach tonight. I thought I’d have to be your tender. My sister 
wanted Kube to go with them.”
“Not me, bro. Your sister’s jail bait.” I laughed and placed my suit in the cart. 
“Want to go have a burger at the Village with us?”
“Sure, but I don’t close till six o’clock. I can meet you later.” A boat pulled up to 
the dock. “Gotta go. Here’s what my uncle owes you.” He ran toward the shiny 
aluminum skiff.
I called after him, “Thanks, Jack,” and counted out ten crisp one hundred dollar 
bills into Kube’s big hand.
He crammed the money into his pocket. “You look worn out.”
“I am.” I started up the ramp and suddenly was scooped up and carried the rest of 
the way. “That’s what I call service, Mr. Kube.” He deposited me by the door and we 
loaded the gear in the back of the truck.
Piling into the cab, Kube started the engine and counted the money out on the 
seat. “I can’t take 50/50 this time. I just sit up there and twiddle my thumbs while you do 
all the work. What’s square between us, O?”
“My gear, Al’s truck, and your amazing financial prowess. How about a seventy
thirty split and we keep APs truck tank full?” Kube nodded and stepped on the gas. Just 
as we turned onto the highway, a Harbormaster’s white pick up pulled in and waved at us 
to stop.
Kube hung his head out and tipped his cap. “Mountain Mary. When did they let 
you start wearing a badge, you ole fish pirate?” The gal, her ringlets the color of ginger, 
burst into laughter, then stopped. Sitting beside her was the pile buck with the flowery 
pink skullcap, not smiling.
“Got a problem. Bad one, I’m afraid. We need a diver.”
I leaned over Kube. “What’s the problem?”
“Woman left her truck running and ran into the bar for a quick one. Apparently, 
she left it out of gear — ” The man leaned forward, his eyes a blurry watercolor of pain.
“My baby’s in the truck. Get your fucking ass in gear.”
“We’ll follow you,” Kube said and the white truck turned around. We rode in 
silence and I turned the radio on. How long, I wondered had the baby been underwater? 
“O ? ”
“Yes?”
“This is going suck, isn’t it?”
I tried to visualize the accident. “How did the truck roll into the harbor? Why’d 
she go to the bar? All I know Kube, is that I’ll hold onto the rope and if the baby— is not 
alive, I’ll pull three times, but you must keep that man and his wife away from me when I 
come out. That is all I ask. Okay?”
“I promise,” he said, pulling up to the crowd of people. Stepping out, I pulled my
suit from the back and started to shove my foot into the leg. Kube had walked to the edge 
of the pavement and came trotting back. “I can see giant bubbles floating up with gas and 
oil. It’s a disaster. Why the hell didn’t they erect a partition or something?” he yanked the 
gear out and together we walked past the onlookers. Questions spewed from every mouth, 
some concerned, and others angry.
Standing at the top, I looked down a rocky embankment to the frozen shore, 
where the water was slushy. Kube had described everything in detail. The wails of 
several sirens could be heard in the distance. Waiting at the edge of the water stood the 
harbormaster and the man.
Kube had waded out and was walking back. He hefted the tank on to my back and 
I carried my fins to the water’s edge. Kube looked at me for a long moment checking my 
air, valves.
“You okay?” I couldn’t say a word.
“Trust me, okay?” I nodded.
* * *
Three days later I was sitting at Tony’s Bar with Kube and his friend Big Mike, 
trying to forget the wet bundle I carried out of the water. Kube had had the truck running 
and his friend Big Mike there for crowd control. They had piled me into the cab taking 
me to Al’s and helped me peel the suit off. I stood under the shower for a long time and 
when I came out, they were still there.
Big Mike smiled at me, and then stood up. “What say we get drunk and then go 
fishing?”
And for the next six months I stayed lost, working the deck on various boats next 
to Big Mike and Kube, trying to forget the terror in the mother’s eyes.
Chapter 7 The Fifth Man 
Zeke’s face took on a red glow after he saw us. Built too close to the ground, 
with black hair greased back into a ponytail, the gold nugget that hung from a chain 
strung around his thick neck fell out of his shirt. He reached on tiptoe for the rope tied 
to the bell that was hanging from the ceiling in Tony’s Bar. Shouting to be heard 
above the Wurlitzer, he turned toward the three of us and raised his glass in salute. 
“Round for the house. Six pack ‘em,” he shouted. His nose looked like he’d had it 
pushed sideways three or four times and that voice— a rasp over metal.
Lost in thought, Big Mike woke up at the word round and shook his curly black 
head. “Look what the cat dragged in,” he growled. “He’s buying time until he can get 
over to us.”
Kube did a shifty side-glance over to where Zeke sat and nodded, his massive 
shoulders seemed to fold into themselves like wings. At the far end of the bar, I watched 
the bartender begin to pull bottles from the cooler. “Shit. Last winter...It was that one 
w ave...” Kube shuttered. “O,” he whispered and looked at me mournful, "Girl friend let's 
blow this bilge water dive.”
“Yeah,” I replied and watched Zeke wade through the Thursday night crowd, 
making headway and building steam, full speed toward our end of the bar. I threw back a
shot and braced for impact.
“O!” Zeke exploded. “How are you, kid?” He patted me on the back like a dog 
and I shrugged his hand off my shoulder. “Mike! My man!” He his voice lowered, almost
in awe. “And the Mr. Jim Kube, bro.” Kube stood up. His body from the neck down to 
his waist created an upside down perfect triangle and he towered over Big Mike.
Zeke carried his margarita between his thumb and two fingers, pinky up. He 
positioned himself next to me. "I heard you three were back and knowing this place is 
your second home I came looking.” Tony’s Bar never closed its doors and served as 
information central with free coffee, lots of advice, and a roof to keep off Kodiak's 
torrential rain. Clearing his throat, Zeke began his spill. “How was your summer?” He 
spouted like a politician fresh off the jet from Juneau.
Everybody from False Pass to Tree Point knew salmon fishing had flopped 
because of the seiners’ strike. Waiting for a season that never came, tied to the dock most 
of the openings. We lost money, sitting on separate seiners. We weren’t beating the docks 
for work. We were trying to stay dry until we hitched a boat ride off this rock called 
Kodiak.
Zeke squeezed Mike's upper arm, exclaiming, “You’re still a warehouse of 
muscle!” His bald spot shined in the bar light. Mikey was looking for an exit out the back. 
Kube didn’t care and me, I was eyeing the front door for a fast escape.
“Here’s to the best crew I ever had!” Those bellied up to the bar on either side of 
us cheered, then turned back to the serious art of drinking. Zeke leaned over to Mike. “I 
need a bad ass crew,” he said. “I need you three.”
“Even a Jonah like me?” I asked. “I thought last trip you said women were bad 
luck on a boat?” I stalled for time.
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“What’s luck got to do with anything?” Zeke threw my question away. A fourth 
shot glass disappeared in Mike’s catcher mitt-size hand. He had patience, but once, 
outside the Elbow Room Bar in Unalaska, after heated words over who had the right to 
fish a certain cod grounds, I watched Mikey pick up the back of a Volkswagen bus to just 
make a point. “Guaranteed, boys! Hundred thousand dollar crew shares. Hell, we’ve all 
fished together. Attu— remember? My God, we loaded up. He seemed pleased with his 
memory, one we weren't. “Only a three-week fishery this time.” I nodded my head, still 
trying to forget the last January in the Pribilof Islands. “We grub up on Friday. Every day 
steak, eggs, and spuds and top off fuel and water tanks and load bait and pull out.” He 
spat out the words and his red silk shirt, wet under the arms, seemed glued to his back.
“Bad luck to leave on Friday,” I explained, reaching for the third or fourth shot, 
the liquid going down like anti-freeze, poisonous and sweet.
“Okay, Pocahontas.” He wanted to shout the words, but chewed the end his 
Cuban cigar, red creeping up his neck to his cheeks. He had a temper, a real screamer. 
“Then we’ll leave Saturday.”
Mike stood up. "You promised big bucks last time.” His jet-black curls fell over 
his frayed collar. His gaze shifted to a peroxide blonde as she drifted past, a table dancer 
trolling the tables on a break from the Mecca Bar. She blew smoke in his face and glared 
at me.
“What do you see in that whore, Mikey?” I asked, watching her swish across the
floor.
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“Sex,” he replied, his brown eyes welded to her shapely ass. “She gets crazy when 
she’s cranked up.”
"You're disgusting, Mike" I said. I pushed half of my remaining whiskey over to 
his side and the rest to Kube, who smiled, showing three missing front teeth, busted loose 
when a seven-hundred-pound crab pot smashed into his face. Kube scooped up a glass, 
tipping his lucky red ball cap to me, unfurling his long blonde ponytail.
“Hey Kube. Remember that rogue wave when we were east of St. Paul Island? 
Never would have happened if Zeke would have..."
“Look,” Zeke blurted out, “You three ain’t got nothing! You’re broke. Three 
weeks. Just three weeks and you’ll be rolling in dough.” He pulled at Mike’s arm until he 
sat down again. The only thing riding in my pockets was lint and Mikey had drawn his 
belt up two notches. Kube’s sweat pants were tied tight with green weed line to keep 
them from sliding off his lack of ass. We’d been sleeping on boats, friends couches, and 
napping in the public library.
“We need more crew than us, Zeke,” Mike said, pointing at me and Kube. “O’s 
tough, but too little to push seven hundred fifty pound pots. She’s a baiting machine and 
will jump in the water when you fuck up."
“Sure as shit I ain’t lying on no launch pad to hang bait, Zeke! I’m too big, man.” 
Kube stammered. “And don’t ask me to jump overboard if you suck it in the wheel.”
“O’s fast enough to get out,” Mike replied, pulling at the end of his thick black 
beard. "Just one hydraulic handle bumped at the wrong time— and the pot shoots one 
hundred fathoms down. Nobody likes that job, Zeke. Nobody."
Zeke leered and jabbed a thumb in my direction. “You screwing her or what? I 
hear Native girls are. . I stood up, thinking how much better Zeke would look wearing 
the pitcher of beer.
Mikey grabbed my right arm warning, “She’s more like family, Zeke. Something 
you don’t get.”
Kube grabbed my left hand, pleading, “Please don’t waste good beer on him.” I 
stared at Zeke.
“Apologize,” I demanded. For me, being female didn’t matter, but working the 
deck did; I was not there as the sex puppet. “I fish to fish.”
“Hey, hey. Now settle down, O. I didn’t mean anything. Okay, guys—who’s it 
gonna be? Crew isn’t exactly hanging around like icicles.” Zeke shouted, “You owe me!”
“One more guy, Zeke,” Mike insisted. “A fifth man.”
The crew off a Coast Guard cutter was on shore leave, trying to guzzle as many 
beers as they could before last call. One crew-cut Coastie, with a tattoo of Texas across 
his bicep, crawled to the top of the bar, two-stepping around ashtrays and piles of 
hundred dollar bills. Someone stuck a quarter in the jukebox and the bar woke up. And as 
if the Texan had been paid, he started to strip his belt off, and then he unzipped his fly, 
gyrating to Segers’s Lock and Load. Cannery workers with hairnets under their wool 
hats, stood silent, along the sidelines, their dark eyes watched. Filipinos and Mexicans, 
taking a break from the Kodiak S tar’s processing line. I sensed Mike melting. He needed 
to eat.
“Look!” Zeke was exasperated. "I’ll try to find a fifth man, okay? But the four of 
us can rotate? How’s this? O can run the boat and I’ll help shove the pots around.”
Kube threw up his hands, “Like that’s gonna ever happen. You’re like a cat; hate 
to get your feet wet. “A real slipper skipper—never stepped on deck in your life.”
“Three fucking weeks of your lives!” Zeke howled, then loudly, leaning into Mike, 
“Come on, man, I got a boat payment way overdue. Alimony, too. We can pull this trip 
outta our ass! Come on! Ain’t ‘cha sick of living on stolen crackers and the Mission’s
three-day-old donuts?”
Closing time the four of us staggered, arm in arm to the harbor, looking more for 
a place to crash. But something snapped in place when we saw the big shiny steel boat. 
Mikey exclaimed, “I can’t believe this is Zeke’s ride.”
“Who’d he kill?” Kube wondered aloud.
Built for the Bering Sea, this boat the F/V Nor ’easter screamed workhorse. Her 
lines were solid, clean from the water line to the crow’s nest. For a crew, it wasn t about 
the skipper; it was about the boat, the ship, and the ride there and back again. Crab 
skippers were crusty egos surrounded by bullshit and lies. I knew one who snorted so 
much cocaine he rotted the bones in his nose and he walked like an old man at the age of 
forty, his hipbones full of holes. Depending on an ego to catch fish or get us back alive
was stupid. That’s why we stayed together.
Once aboard the F/V Nor ’easter, Mikey parked in front of the galley’s fridge and 
preceded to fill his face, while Kube and I took a tour of the engine room. Twin
Caterpillars, yellow and shiny new. Boxes of spare parts and even an extra crab block
were stashed below.
“Look at this machinist bench.” Kube ran his hand over the vise. Rows of tools 
were neatly hanging, secured in place by strips of rubber and there were sea stores, and 
boxes and boxes of filters. A welding mask hung draped over two cylinders with long 
green and red hoses peeking out from under the welding leathers. “We can fix anything 
and got plenty of spare parts.”
“Kube. A complete shop in the engine room!”
The wheelhouse blinked and hummed with a weather fax machine spilling paper 
onto the floor. A Doppler, and a huge chart table filled the wheelhouse. Tidy rows of 
radios: CBs, VHFs, and an Upper Side Band system that could pick up airwaves as far 
away as China, were mounted above the wheel and engine controls. A stairway through 
the galley roof connected the wheelhouse and ran ten feet down to the galley. Four 
staterooms forward were more like small condos, complete with private sinks and 
showers, a floating Holiday Inn without maid service. I flopped down on a bunk in my 
wet boots, swooning in all the luxury.
I asked Kube, “You think Zeke’s straight on this trip?” We lolled on the lower 
bunk of a stateroom. Everywhere, wood paneling and fresh paint; it didn’t seem natural.
“All we have to do is pluck those crabs from the deep blue. You know Zeke’s got 
three wives, all wanting a piece of his ass, man. If we go, we can always buy plane tickets 
home once we get to Dutch. He tries to screw us over again, we sell the crab, and let him 
find a crew in December at the end of the Aleutian Islands.”
I turned the nozzle in the shower to pulsating jet spray. The soap, towels, and 
shampoo were new, still wrapped in plastic. “A shower with hot running water oh 
geez— Kube. It’s been two months since I’ve bathed, really felt clean. I will see you 
later.” I reached for a thick, terry cloth towel.
“Don’t use all the water shampooing your hair, O,” Kube mumbled as I shut the
door.
Afterward, I found Mikey and Kube stuffing their faces with salsa in front of a 
hill of corn chips. I smelled divine, like lavender soap. Zeke snored, passed out face 
down on the table. Mikey looked up and smiled. “We’re in. I’ll go get our gear.” He 
slipped out the galley door.
Kube crammed a video in the galley’s entertainment center. “I could get used to 
this kind of luxury.” He threw his arm across the seat and then planted his boots on top of 
the galley table. “Just like home, man.”
Next morning we were still tied at the fuel dock, Kube and Mike played cribbage, 
while I fried twenty eggs, a side of bacon, and a bucket of home fries. I flipped pancakes 
into two giant stacks, and then poured two cups of melted butter on top and watched 
Mikey shovel forkful after forkful into his mouth until the maple syrup coated his bushy 
beard. Zeke sulked in, smelling like old booze.
“Where’s that fifth man?” Mike asked. Zeke promised us the other crewmember 
would be along and staggered back to his stateroom.
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“Give me a hand changing the oil will you, O,” Mikey asked. “And Kube you 
want to make sure we got enough bait? Top off the water tank, too— both you bathing 
beauties.”
Whatever boat we worked, he became the skipper— silent, sure, qualified. I went 
down into the bowels of the boat and started pulling old filters off, replacing old fuel, and 
engine filters with the clean, new ones straight out of the box. We wanted no surprises, 
running into the endless darkness of winter.
The surrounding hills of Kodiak were blanketed in white. Seagulls and ravens sat 
on the top of pilings, heads nestled under wings. I sat in the wheelhouse watching pick­
ups trucks pull out on the dock dropping crewmembers, boxes of groceries, and gear off.
I waited for the fifth man. On the tide change, all systems were go. Zeke came up to the 
wheelhouse, scratching his belly.
I asked, “That man onboard?”
“Yeah, poured him on board while you guys were busting knuckles below. He’ll 
be ready to work once we make the pass. Any food left?” He stretched, and then headed 
for the galley.
We left port on the top of the flood, clearing Near Channel’s reef one-half mile 
off, according to the radar. Kodiak’s harbor lights faded in a sudden snow squall with 
seven hundred fifty miles of ocean to cross. I twisted the VHF radio dial until I got the 
weather. The National Weather Service was forecast calling for small craft advisories, but 
our boat, built to fish, cut through the waves like a submarine. It would take a typhoon to
push us off the grounds. I had a thermos of coffee ready, letting Zeke, Kube, and Mikey 
sleep after they polished off a bottle of brandy in order to bless the trip.
The big sodium lights welded to the forward structure and burned a hole in the 
surrounding horizon of black. Up from the engine room the engines’ exhaust pipes rose 
inside the superstructure and bolted to the front were several antennas mounted along 
with the radar and deck lights that broadcasted a surrounding flood of light across the bay. 
We were eighteen hours out and I let the autopilot do the driving. I listened to the 
constant crackle of the radio, settling in to watch the radar sweep around the scope for 
other ship traffic when I heard a noise outside on deck. I looked up to see a strange guy 
standing next to the wheelhouse wearing nothing but a white t-shirt.
I cracked the door open. “What the hell you doing out there?” He didn’t seem to 
hear me and continued to stare out into nothingness, whistling. He striped his shirt off 
and let it fly, then stepped up the pipe railings of the bow one at a time with his thin arms 
stretched out wide.
“Get off the frigging rail! You’ll fall overboard!” He turned and smiled. I jumped, 
grabbing him around his naked legs, pulling him down on top of me. We rolled on to the 
slippery deck. He was small, but wiry. I tried to grab his arm, but he twisted his head 
around and snapped at my arm like a mad dog. “What the fuck!” I screamed. I kicked 
free and bolted to the boys’ stateroom in the forecastle. “Mikey! Kube!” Both men reared 
out of their bunks, skipping after me up the stairs two at a time into the wheelhouse. 
There, holding the wheel, naked in eighteen-degree weather, whistling in the middle of 
the Gulf of Alaska is this guy.
“Okay, fella,” Mikey said, slowly. “What say we go down to the galley and get us 
some lunch?” The man continued to pretend to steer, whistling, staring straight ahead. 
Kube leaned up behind me and whispered, “Kinda early for the Aleutian stare, ain’t it?” 
“Way soon. Haven’t even been fishing a week. And the asshole is whistling.”
“Up a storm, O,” Kube mumbled. “The worse kind of luck.”
I watched the boat’s automatic pilot try to override the man steering. Suddenly, 
the boat lurched to starboard and the three of us had to hold on. I saw the light flashing 
red and out of instinct looked back at the pots on the stern. They were riding tight, but not 
for long if this yahoo continued to override the steering.
And just as quick, he nodded to us and then swaggered out to the side to take a 
piss. Not a hello, name or nothing—he just shook and walked back to his bunk. I lurched 
to the helm and typed in the right coordinates and the boys stared at each other.
“You think,” Kube asked, “that’s our fifth man?”
Mikey looked pissed, tapping his foot, arms crossed over his barrel chest. “I’ll 
take the first night watch, and then wake Zeke for midnight— fucking sleeping beauty.” 
“You think we maybe should chain him up?” I asked.
“Zeke or the kook?” Kube looked at me, serious.
On the other side of the Trinity Islands, Zeke relieved Mike for wheel watch and 
like a good crew boss, he inquired about the man. Zeke admitted he’d never met the guy, 
finding him at a waterfront dive a couple hours before we left.
“Seems a bit strange,” Big Mike mused.
“Said he’d fished before?” Zeke asked.
“He’s too scrawny. Shit, O could take him.”
Under his breath, Zeke mumbled, “Nobody else fool enough to go westward in 
December.”
I sat stunned for a moment. “Who you calling a fool?” Mike’s lower jaw shifted 
back and forth, trying not to hit Zeke. Kube looked like he’d been smacked, a cup of 
coffee in one hand and croissant dripping peanut butter and jelly in the other.
“Whatever,” Zeke snapped. “You got the helm, Kube.” And stomped back to his 
stateroom.
Mikey looked at me, then Kube. “What a jerk.”
I took the helm after we cleared Chilikof Islands. No one said a word when the
guy didn’t show up for supper.
Next morning, Kube showed him how to chop bait, frozen blocks of octopus and 
herring with the heavy cleaver. The weather was clear and cold when I stuck my head out 
from the galley. I noticed the man talking to the frozen herring. He was carrying on two 
conversations, one from the fish’s point of view, and the other, from his own.
Kube jumped the staircase in one leap, finding Zeke in the wheelhouse. “The man
thinks he’s Flipper! Twisted!”
But Zeke just growled him off; reminding Kube we were the ones who wanted a 
fifth man. Kube went back on deck and told the guy to pull herring from the cold locker 
and start stuffing bait jars.
The man said, “No.”
You don’t say no to Kube and Mikey went down to make peace. Suddenly, the 
fifth man started looking down at the deck and behind himself, like he was being 
followed. The three of us watched him walk into the freezer and start pulling forty-four- 
pound boxes on deck, like nothing happened. He was more unpredictable than the 
weather.
Next day everything ran smoothly. At dinner the guy was a real chatty Kathy 
about the sea time he’d pulled in the Navy. Zeke was so buzzed on caffeine, hungry for 
action, he pulled on his diamond stud earring, his telltale sign of fishing fever, and started 
the breakdown. We were in the big ocean now with seas high enough to ski down—three 
green humps of water, and the fourth even taller.
“Moving to new grounds I’ve never prospected. Mike, you’re married to the block. 
O, you bait until the turn-around. Kube, you’re everything else, baby.” He looked at the
fifth man. “Jack? You listening?”
“My name’s Monroe.” He had a crooked smile on his beardless face and crossed
his legs lady-like.
“You told me Jack.” Zeke stood up. Mike pushed him back down.
“Continue Zeke, please.” Mike said.
“You’re wrong,” the fifth man argued, “but that’s okay.”
Zeke’s flushed crimson. “Monroe, you keep those bait jars full and coming.
We’re going to put a string down above Beaver Inlet, then run four hours, set another 
string, run toward St. Paul, and throw the last string out for the big soak.”
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We had our orders and soon days rolled into nights. I crawled inside to hang the 
bait while Mikey coiled bundles of yellow floating line. Kube got the orange buoy floats 
ready for the launch. One right after the other, we’d send them down to the bottom of the 
sea. Luckily the weather held, and soon, strings of pots twinkling white, stretched all 
along the coastline of the Aleutian Islands, their strobes flashing in the black arctic night. 
Kube started a beat, then chanted, “Gonna buy me a new car.”
Then Mike would sing out the next line. “In a red, rag top— ”
“And a blonde baby riding,” Kube would begin to dance.
“Looking real hot,” Mike’s voice low and deep. Both of them poets until all the 
pots were off deck. Cold and wet, we’d dragged into the galley and slumped around the 
table, drinking sugared coffee and popping candy bars for about an hour or less, 
depending on how far the strings were set apart. When Zeke spied the buoys surfing on a 
wave, he would howl down the stairs to get on deck. Once along side the buoy, I’d coil 
the line and hand it to Mikey who would throw the grapple hook and Mikey. He’d pull 
the yellow one-inch poly line aboard and thread it in the block. With his knee, he d push 
the hydraulic switch and the line would begin to feed, falling into the coiler, pulling the 
heavy pot up from the depths. And then, the game on deck would start again, careful not 
to twist an ankle in a broken deck board or be washed overboard or smashed between
pots during the pick.
Pots would come over the side and we'd quickly dispatch the king crab into the 
hatch hole, then I’d use the boom to shift the heavy pots to the stern where Kube would 
muscle them into place. W hen we had a stack of twenty-five pots, we d start the turn
around. Exhausted between four o’clock and eight o’clock created bad attitudes that 
started to formulate with no sleep, bad food, constant cold, and muscles cramping up.
Bailing out of the pot took me longer when my legs started to cramp. Kube moved 
in slow motion, too, not an action wasted and work on deck became labored and grew 
tricky in the rougher water. Because the crab pot’s trap door stayed triggered to shut, I’d 
kept one boot on the door, reaching up with stinky herring juice dripping juice all over 
my face, hoping nobody would knock the launch handle. By the twentieth pot, I’d be 
wringing wet and shaking, but not from the cold.
We ran from one string to the other— all night and what daylight pierced through 
the dense cloud cover. Pulling the pots, stacking, prospecting, and re-baiting and we’d go 
again, and again. No sleep, only the rhythm of the deck and the language of the sea and 
always, one eye on the weather. I’d spell Kube, Kube would then let me rest, then it 
would be Mikey’s turn, sleeping one at a time, crashed on the floor of the galley still 
wearing boots with the rubber bands around our ankles, sealing our rain pants from the 
deck, which was always awash. Muscles too sore to peel any gear off, I’d lie on the floor 
with the galley light bright in our faces, sound asleep. Mikey would wave a cup of coffee 
under my nose when my turn came up. And I would stagger back out into the harsh deck 
lights and smell the sea, restored and amazed by the sheer power of the ocean.
But the fifth man stayed on deck, refusing food, coffee, and doing just enough to 
get by. I’d pull the bait jars and throw them so he could put bait and put them in the 
freezer, but he’d just look at me with that stupid crooked smile.
We thought it best to let him be.
On the second haul, each pot came up full and suddenly we started to like Zeke a 
little better. The weather was weird, though. No wind and we held our breath, fishing on 
a three hundred fathom ledge with no land in sight. After the first week, sleep deprivation 
set in and the boys, tired of the little man slacking, started to pick fights about small 
things.
Someone left a bowl of fruit on the table. “Who brought nanas aboard?” Kube 
roared to no one. “Bad luck to have a boat—bananas— on a boat.” Nobody’s going to 
answer Kube when he started to slur his words.
“I’ll bet my money it was Zeke,” I replied, hoping to keep the peace between
Mikey and Zeke and Kube.
“It’s not Zeke. It’s Monroe. That master-baiter, pretending he’s chopping 
herring.” Kube would stare at the man, not believing he would take a smoke break while 
we worked. He’d stand nonchalant in the lee of the house while Kube muttered “Lazy 
fucker,” he snapped, spitting a thin stream of tobacco juice toward the deck where the
fifth man stared out at the waves.
Thirteen nights out, on Friday, we were at anchor in Beaver Inlet, letting the gear 
soak. I threw cards down in front of Kube and Mike and the fifth man started talking 
about three dimensions on Earth. Kube started playing him, asking more questions until 
finally the guy started to foam a little just around the corners of his mouth he was so 
excited, spouting what sounded like quantum physics. “Man is self-extinct,” he argued 
while his hands fluttered up and down like birds, drawing invisible squares. He wouldn’t 
shut up.
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Fifteen days of the season remained and the temperature started to drop, the wind 
chill making it colder to stand on the deck. Ice started to form along the wheelhouse 
railings. For morale and calories, I decided to make a heart attack dinner full of grease. 
Judging from how the numbers were playing out, we’d be on deck for twenty-four hours 
with the next string. The wind blew off straight off mainland Russia from Siberia. We 
were that far west.
While we ate, Zeke up in the wheelhouse talked to his partners in Seattle. Monroe 
or Jack bit into a piece of the fried chicken.
He screamed “Useless bitch!” and threw the leg at me, hitting me on the cheek. 
“It’s raw. Bleeding, you whore.” He stood up, taking a step toward me. I watched his 
eyes glaze over.
I grabbed the butcher’s knife I’d cut up the chicken with, while the boys sat, 
mouths wide open. “Come near me, you psycho, and I’ll split you!” The only sounds I 
heard were the engines humming and the crackle of radio talk. I stared at him, wondering 
if I could stab him, hoping he thought I would. No one moved.
He took a step forward with the galley table behind him four feet away from me, 
shaking all over like he was on crack. Mikey, closest to the man, rose slowly, with his 
finger to his lips. I listened to the wind in the rigging, never moving my eyes from the 
fifth man. I could feel a storm moving in, a change in how the boat moved through the 
water. It was coming. I crouched, knife up. Sweat trickled down my sides and my knees 
wanted to buckle.
He started to weave back and forth. “You gave me raw chicken to get me sick. 
You’re a witch.”
Mike, for a giant, moved with a dancer’s grace, wrapping an arm around his neck, 
pulling him to his barrel chest. “Slow down, buddy,” he said, “easy, easy— nobody is 
trying to kill you.” Mikey grew up on a horse ranch in Montana. He had the touch for 
wild things.
“Man, you off your meds or what?” Kube asked.
Zeke shouted down from the stairs of the bridge ten feet topside. “Put him in the 
empty stateroom. I’ll call the Coast Guard and see if they’ll pick his ass up.”
The man started swearing, frothing, and snapping at Mike.
“Watch out! He bites,” I said and Kube grabbed a sock out of a rubber boot, 
popping it in his mouth to stop the flow of gibberish and threats, then grabbed the fifth 
man’s feet while Mike held his arms. I pulled a roll of duct tape from the drawer and 
began to wrap it round and round. And together we stuffed him in the stateroom, still 
wearing his orange rain gear. Mike locked the door behind us.
“Christ,” Mike said calmly, almost serene, and started to put his raingear on.
“Fifty pots to the last string. We’re moving north.” He started out the door and turned on 
his heel. “Nobody go near that guy.”
We really started the grind then pushing harder because the weather was starting 
to howl and we knew Zeke was money hungry. He wouldn’t leave the grounds and the 
crab were deeper than before. Mike started tying extra shots of gear before we launched 
and I doubled the bait. We knew this might be our last shot. A deep low had been circling
up in the Beaufort Sea, where weather is born, waiting to move south. We were in the 
way, still baiting and dumping pots. The wind smelled different, colder. Mike stood the 
block, where waves reared up, pouring salt water down his neck and over the side. The 
deck was awash: bait jars, orange buoy balls and tail lines float forward and back again.
We were one man short.
Each pot came up empty, bait still fresh. Each pot had to be hooked, then boomed 
out with the deck crane so Kube could half drag, half push them to the back deck. It was 
a balancing act, trying to gauge the roll of the boat and where I could set the pot and not 
squash Kube. He’d be out there solo on the stern signaling while the boat pitched and 
rolled. After we had all the pots aboard Kube would start crawling up the stacks to tie the 
pots because if they started to shift, the whole load would begin to sway loose and we 
could roll over. It took both hands to climb, but once there, Kube must let go in order to 
tighten the line. A man could wash overboard doing that job.
It was after the two o’clock in the morning mug up and we’d put down gallons of 
coffee, we listened, but not a sound came from the stateroom where the fifth man was 
locked up. On deck the stars seemed closer that far north, like I could pluck one from the 
sky. Kube spared with Mikey to stay warm, jumping around the deck like school kids 
instead of twenty-five-year-old men at sea. Both their beards and eyebrows were frosted 
over. We were laughing when Kube pranced over to the block so Mikey could stack for a 
while. Just at that moment, the fifth man came out of the galley brandishing a cast iron 
frying pan, slapping Kube upside of the head.
That blow would have killed an average man. Kube staggered around a bit, losing 
the line out of the crab block, bright red blood pouring from a gash in his head. Once he 
shook off the pain, he went for the fifth man, who danced away, laughing. Pissed, Kube 
lunged at the man, but before he grabbed him, the guy ran and just jumped off the stern of 
the F/V Nor 'easier. Mikey handed me the line and I got ready, looking for the orange 
raingear the fifth man was wearing.
I looked at Mike. “You see that?”
Zeke screamed over the loudhailer “How’d that cocksucker get out? Fish him 
out!” Throttle full, black smoke bellowing from the stacks, he turned hard to starboard to 
circle for pick-up. I held my breath. The boat dove into the wave, going submarine for a 
long moment the weather had begun to disintegrate. Wave after wave washed over the 
deck.
“O, throw the grapple and don’t miss or I’ll dock you a thousand bucks!” Kube 
staggered around blind with pain, still bleeding out his ear. Zeke’s mind seemed wrapped 
around dollar bills; forget that Kube’s still hearing bells. The wind blew the hood of my 
sweatshirt down. Salt water cascaded over our huddled forms.
Mikey with his hand makes a slice in the air, pointing. “He’s at one o‘clock—  
there! He’s there!” I watched orange bobbing in the waves, partially submerged. Minutes 
crawled by and we’re on top of him. He was face down. I counted one, two, three, and 
tossed, aiming for his shoulder. The line sailed out and landed over his back. He didn’t 
move. Under my feet, I felt the boat shudder as Zeke slapped it in reverse. Mikey held 
onto me around the waist so I wouldn’t wash overboard. Rollers from the north pound the
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side as we tried to snag the man. The grapple hook caught and I began to pull hand over 
hand, while Mikey stood ready with a gaff hook. By then Kube was back to being the 
Kube, but with one eye swollen shut. Together, we pulled until we got the man to the side. 
Then we waited for the boat to roll, then in the trough, we’d pull each time the rail buried 
in the sea.
Zeke watched, hanging out the wheelhouse window. “Shit, shit, shit,” was all he
said.
Seawater trickled from the fifth man’s mouth and his red hair was matted to his 
skull. We tugged, pulling him over the side. To the north, clouds moved across a purple 
night and the rain started in earnest. We finally got the man aboard. Rain turned to ice as 
we dragged him into the warmth of the galley. He was blue and unconscious, with 
bubbles covering his mouth and nostrils. Kube ripped the raincoat off and put his head to
the man’s chest. I felt for a pulse.
“Nothing,” he said, slumping to the deck, rubbing his head. “He’s dead. Hitting 
cold water will stop a heart. Panicked people take a gasp and they die.” I expected to feel 
pain or remorse, even sadness, but couldn’t.
“You sure?” I felt for the pulse point at the neck. The skin was blue and cold. 
Crazy bastard. I looked up a Kube, who was still very much alive. “Let me get you some 
ice for the swelling.” When I returned from the walk-in freezer, Mike had the guy sitting 
up at the galley table, hunched over, head resting on the galley table. “Geez, Mikey, in 
the galley? Come on. He’s dead, for Christ sake.”
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“What are we gonna do?” Zeke screamed, down from the bridge. “The Coast 
Guard won’t fly out in this weather for a stiff.”
“Christ, O. I looked through his stuff.” Kube had his hands on his hips. “No I.D. 
and a suitcase. I can’t believe Zeke let him on with— a suitcase.” Kube held the suitcase 
at arm’s length. “The very worst bad luck— a suitcase at sea.” He stepped out on deck 
and hurled, the wind catching it, carrying the blue suitcase out past the lights of the boat.
“Bad luck, all right,” I agreed.
Zeke hollered from the wheelhouse. “You girls here to fish or fuck? We’re 
coming up on the gear! On deck! Leave that fucker where he sits.”
“I almost forgot what a nice guy he is,” Mike winced, pulling his insulated gloves 
on. Then he stopped and had that grin. “Here, Monroe. Have a smoke on me,” and stuck 
a cigarette in the dead man’s mouth.
“Oh, Jesus,” I staggered back outside. The seas were breaking over the stern. Ice 
had started to form on the superstructure and standing on deck means holding on.
“Buoy # 54,” Mike sang out as he snagged it. The line screamed in the block and 
the pot came up empty. I pulled the level to telescope the hoist out, setting the pot on the 
second stack. It was slow work. One pot after another, returned empty. Toward the east, 
slung low on the horizon, the sun slipped up like a pearl rising from the sea.
Kube moved in slow motion and Mikey looks like he was sleep walking. My 
fingers felt brittle against the levers like they were gonna break off when Zeke’s voice 
came over the loud hailer: “Last pot. Zip it up. Four hours till we set.”
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We were zombies lumbering, sloshing through the water on deck, kicking the few 
crab from that wasted haul into the hole. Kube balanced on top of the stack, tied down the 
last pot. Mike handed me a bat and we started smacking ice along the railing, wheelhouse, 
and pots so the boat was not top heavy.
Finally, Mike said, “I’m starved. Let’s eat and get some shut eye.”
“A plan.” Kube smiled for the first time in two days and we headed for the galley. 
The deck was awash, everywhere lines, chunks of crab and bait moved with the 
motion of the boat. Suddenly my feet went out from under me and I lay on the deck. “Shit, 
I think I twisted my goddam ankle.” Big Mike didn’t stop walking, just yanked me to my 
good foot while Kube held onto his shoulder, blind in one eye. Together we groped our 
way back to the galley.
“Swollen like a balloon. I’ll have to cut my boot off.” I hung off Mikey’s arm 
when we fell into the galley in a pile. I looked up at the fifth man.
Twenty hours later rigor mortis had set in and he looked like he was ready to play 
a hand of cards. Cooking was out of the question. He had started to smell.
Kube slapped his hat to the galley floor still laid out prone. “For fuck’s sake, what 
do we do with him now? He’s stiff as a board.”
“How about sticking him in the bait freezer?” I moaned, leaning against Mikey. 
“It’s a walk-in. I can tell you right now I’m having a hard time with the guy sitting there. 
Dead man or not. Bad, bad luck. I’m not cooking until he’s gone!”
Kube gathered himself from the tangle of legs and took his hat off, placing it on 
the stiffs  head. “Better, O?”
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“I’m touched, man, touched,” I murmured, looking at the deep circles under his 
eyes. Kube’s ear looked like a cauliflower. “He looks less dead now. Thanks.”
“Hold the door and we’ll put this man to bed,” Mikey said, grabbing the shoulders, 
and then pulling the body out. Kube grabbed the legs and together we maneuvered the 
dead man out the door. They set him down next to the frozen squid and salmon, resting 
his head on a box of herring. He stayed stuck in a sitting position and the cigarette stayed 
in place.
I stifled a laugh, “Can’t you like straighten him out?”
Mikey looked like shit. “Forget about it. Let’s get some sleep.” He shook his head, 
shutting the freezer door.
“I second that motion,” Kube’s laugh was stung-out, high pitched. I headed for 
the shower. Mike started eating, and Kube crashed at the galley table, smashing his 
raincoat to a suitable softness, closing his eyes against the galley’s light.
Three hours and ten minutes later, “Grab your socks, girls! Let’s go fishing!” 
Zeke’s voice grated out through the speaker system in the staterooms. I placed the coffee 
pot over the hot spot on the oil stove, and then threw links of sausage in a pan. Kube’s 
nose started to twitch and here came Mikey, all sleepy.
I grabbed my marker. Friday the thirteenth. “One week left,” I mumbled through a 
mouthful of Cheerios. Down the stairs came Zeke not smiling, even though we’re riding 
on three hundred thousand dollars worth of crab. Crew shares well over fifty thousand 
each.
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“Weather’s going to hell. We got a five-hour window to plant the stiff and dump 
the gear one more time before this party’s over. Talked to the Coast Guard for three 
fucking hours and you know what those cocksuckers said and in a sing song voice, he 
repeated, “Sorry to inform you, Sir, but the deceased will have to remain on the vessel 
until you make landfall in Dutch Harbor. Please keep us informed.” He sat down hard 
next to Mikey, who poured Lucky Charms into a cake bowl.
“How long until sausage?” Mikey asked, like he was starving.
“Okay— listen. Here’s what we’re gonna do.” Zeke started to twist the earring 
round and round. “We’re an hour from Akutan, closer than Dutch.” Kube grabbed the pot 
and poured coffee into our cups. “I gotta fast fix to your problem. No red tape. I say we 
leave him there for pick-up. Okay?”
“Our problem? What ya mean our problem? You hired him.” Kube stood over 
Zeke for a second, and then sat down. “He’s your problem, Zeke. All I know is we got a
week left and our pots ain’t fishing. K’ching, baby.”
* * *
The shoreline of the Aleutians that winter seemed void of life. Only tan bluffs 
dotted by snow stood up to the battering winds. Isolated from the world, that chain of 
islands stretches across the Pacific Ocean with ports and villages far apart. In darkness, 
we idled into the bay, dead heading toward the solitary fuel dock light. Zeke had crashed. 
I steered the boat along side the fuel dock.
“I’ll handle the lines,” Kube called up from the deck, throwing just one line 
around the piling. Out from the freezer, came Mikey, carrying the fifth man. He laid the
rock hard figure down on the deck. It was four o ’clock and the village of Akutan seemed 
deserted, still asleep.
Keep the engines running, Mike signaled with a fist raised. Gingerly, he cradled 
the frozen body, gently setting the man on the dock with the legs hung over. The fifth 
man sat with his head bent, like he was in deep concentration. The F/V Nor ’easter 
engines stayed running. We watched Mikey’s face light up.
“What’s he up to Kube?” I asked.
“You can be sure no good.” He pulled at his ponytail. “Tell me, O— you think that 
man was crazy before or after we sailed?” His eyes followed Mikey as he made his way 
back to the gear locker on deck. We watched as he came out packing Zeke’s favorite 
deep-sea fishing rod.
I looked at Kube. “Before, after or during the voyage? Oh, man. Look, he’s got 
the rod! Shit. I hope Zeke is still asleep?”
Kube cast a wary glance toward the wheelhouse. “Getting his beauty rest, O.
What else would he be doing?”
“Look over there.” I pointed to a dense fog bank building over the land, spilling 
over the bluffs, moving toward the water. The forecasted storm had not arrived and 
across the big water, seagulls flew just above the bay that laid flat as a millpond. Sunlight 
broke through, casting brilliant rays to light up the ocean’s surface.
Kube gripped the rail. “We were screwed from the beginning, man.”
“What?” I looked at him closely, unsure of what he meant. “How so?”
“The fifth man was a jinx, right?”
“Jesus, Kube—yes. Think anyone will believe us?”
“Hell no, cause it wasn’t him— it’s that fucking Zeke.”
“Zeke?”
“He let him come on board.”
“Good point, Kube.” I watched as Mikey climbed back up onto the dock and 
began positioning the stiff who was bone white and covered in frost, still wearing his 
orange rain pants. Mike stuck the fishing pole under the crook of the fifth man’s elbow 
and the cigarette drooped from his blue lips, still frozen in place. Kube’s red ball cap 
brim pulled over his closed eyes made him look focused on catching the big one. Mikey 
scrambled back aboard and I hobbled slowly up the stairs one by one, dragging my left 
foot. Kube let the midline fall from his hand, then from the creosote piling, coiling it 
neatly on deck.
We wanted to clear Akutan before anybody noticed the man on the dock. I steered 
the Nor ’easter’s nose into the tide and we headed back to the grounds. I looked at my 
watch. We still had time for one more haul. I stepped out of the wheelhouse, feeling the 
gentle breeze ushered up by the unexpected air stream from the south and joined Kube 
and Mike on the back deck. They had removed their caps and held them solemnly against 
their chests, facing the beach where the fifth man sat. Together we stood, the three of us, 
and watched as he disappeared in the mist.
